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CHAPTER I: 
 OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION 
In the U.S. and around the world, luxury consumption is at an all-time high. 
Among over 100 categories of consumer spending, luxury goods show the strongest 
growth (Sparshott 2014). The number of luxury consumers has more than tripled over the 
past 20 years to a total of 330 million consumers at the end of 2013, and in the next five 
years, global luxury sales are expected to grow up to 50% faster than global GDP 
(D’Arpizio 2013). Not surprisingly, many of the most valuable brands in the world are 
luxury brands, such as Burberry, Louis Vuitton, and Prada (Forbes 2013). 
Ever since Veblen’s Theory of the Leisure Class, scholars have been interested in 
why consumers have such a voracious appetite for luxury goods. In marketing, 
researchers have found a number of motivations for owning and using luxury goods, 
including expressing one’s identity, signaling prestige and status, and compensating for 
feelings of powerlessness (e.g., Berger and Ward 2010; Griskevicius et al. 2007; Han, 
Nunes, and Dreze 2010; Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubios 2012). 
In contrast to prior research examining motivations for attaining luxury goods, my 
dissertation examines the psychological and behavioral consequences of using luxury 
products. Specifically, I seek to answer the following question: When consumers use 
luxury products, how does it affect the way they feel and behave? Whereas prior research 
has looked at motivations for desiring luxury goods, I look at the actual consumption 
experience of using luxury goods. In my research, I provide individuals with an 
opportunity to use luxury goods, and then assess the consequences of their luxury 
consumption.  
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My dissertation consists of two essays. The first essay focuses on the 
interpersonal aspect of behavioral consequences of using a luxury product. In particular, 
I look at how using a luxury product affects whether individuals are selfish or generous 
toward others. The second essay focuses on the intrapersonal aspect of behavioral 
consequences of using a luxury product. In particular, I look at how the experience of 
using a luxury product affects an individual’s self-control. Essay 1 examines what 
happens DURING the consumption of a luxury product, while essay 2 examines what 
happens AFTER the consumption of a luxury product. Taken together, these two essays 
explore the psychological and behavioral consequences of using luxury products. 
Essay 1: The Devil Wears Prada: 
How Luxury Consumption Influences Social Behavior  
In this essay, I examine whether using a luxury product makes people behave in a 
selfish or generous way. Previous work suggests that consumers want luxury products as 
a way to signal one’s status and power (e.g., Han et al. 2010; Rucker and Galinsky 2008, 
2009). Further, recent research in social psychology has established a link between higher 
status/power and behaviors that are self-interested, including selfishness and 
uncooperative behaviors (Piff et al. 2010; 2014). Based on these lines of research, I 
propose that using a luxury product can induce higher feelings of status, and these 
perceived higher status feelings result in self-interested behaviors.  
Given that luxury consumption should promote self-interested behavior, what 
form might these self-interested behaviors take? I further propose that self-interested 
behavior is often equated with selfish behavior, where people take more resources for the 
self and give less to others. Accordingly, I predict that using a luxury product will 
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generally lead people to engage in selfish behavior. However, self-interested behavior 
does not always mean being less generous. I propose that luxury consumption will lead to 
generous behaviors only if engaging in such behaviors provides an explicit opportunity to 
boost reputation for the luxury users.  
I completed six studies to test these hypotheses. In these studies, female 
participants were provided with either a luxury handbag (Louis Vuitton, Prada, or 
Burberry) or a non-luxury handbag to use while walking around a campus building. After 
using the product, the participants were engaged in tasks to measure self-interested 
behavior. In study 1 and 2, for example, participants came back to the lab after using the 
luxury product, and were asked to divide prize money between themselves and another 
person. Awarding oneself more prize money was considered evidence of selfish behavior. 
Across six studies, I found that: 
Study 1 & 2: Women who used a luxury handbag indicated they would give less 
money to others.  
Study 3: Women who used a luxury handbag indicated they would give less 
money to others. Moreover, this selfish behavior was mediated by perceptions of higher 
status triggered by using a luxury product. 
These three experiments provide behavioral evidence that luxury product 
consumption makes people engage in more selfish behaviors. The next three studies 
tested the prediction that using a luxury product can also result in more generous 
behavior. Participants were assigned to use a luxury or non-luxury product, and after 
using the product, were given $5 for participating in the study. Then, they were provided 
with an opportunity to donate cash from their payment to a charity of their choice. Their 
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donation was made and recorded either in public in front of other people or in a private 
cubicle in the lab. The results show that:    
Study 4 & 5: Women who used the luxury (vs. non-luxury) product donated 
significantly more money in public. However, women who used the luxury product 
donated significantly less money when the donation was made in private.   
Study 6: Women who used the luxury (vs. non-luxury) product donated 
significantly more money in public. However, this effect did not emerge when women 
using the luxury product were told that many other women also owned the product. Thus, 
relative status (not absolute status) drives the luxury effects on generous behaviors.  
Essay 2: Louis Vuitton and Your Waistline: 
How Luxury Consumption Influences Self-Control  
In the four experiments of essay 2, I examine the negative psychological costs of 
luxury consumption after using a luxury product, particularly how luxury consumption 
reduces self-control. I propose that using a luxury product in public elicits a spotlight 
mindset, which triggers feelings of being paid attention to and more mindful of needing 
to monitor their behavior in front of other people. Past research suggests that such a 
process requires self-regulation (Vohs et al. 2005). Moreover, an extensive body of 
research shows that our ability to engage in self-regulation is limited, and our ability to 
self-regulate is depleted as we engage in more and more attempts to self-regulate 
(Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007; Vohs and Heatherton 2000). Thus, I propose that 
using a luxury product in public depletes one’s self-regulatory resources, which reduces 
one’s ability to exert self-control in a subsequent task, such as resisting tasty but 
unhealthy food (such as candy).   
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In order to test my prediction, I have completed four experiments. As before, 
women used a luxury or non-luxury product. After using the product, the participants 
then completed tasks designed to assess their ability to exert self-control when a snack of 
candy was made available to them. Looking at the amount of candy consumed, I found 
results supportive of my prediction. For example: 
Study 1 & 2: Women who carried a luxury handbag were less able to resist candy 
and ate more of it than women who carried a non-luxury handbag, and this difference was 
due to feelings of being in a spotlight. Also, the effects of carrying a luxury handbag on 
food consumption were stronger for women who generally struggle with self-control. 
Studies 3 & 4: These studies ruled out several alternative explanations for the 
observed effects. Increases in food consumption for luxury users were not driven by 
changes in feelings of power, status, positive mood, negative mood, or how much the 
participants liked the handbag.  
The rest of my dissertation is organized as follows. Chapter II covers the 
introduction, theoretical framework, empirical findings of six studies, and general 
discussion for Essay 1. Chapter III covers the introduction, theoretical framework, 
empirical findings of four studies, and general discussion for Essay 2.  Chapter IV then 
summarizes the empirical evidence across essays, identifies my research contributions, 
and discusses limitations and directions for future research.  
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CHAPTER II: 
Essay 1: The Devil Wears Prada? 
How Luxury Consumption Influences Social Behavior 
One of the biggest trends in consumer behavior over the last two decades is the 
growth of luxury consumption. During this time, sales of luxury goods have skyrocketed 
from $80 billion to over $500 billion per year (D’Arpizio 2014) and the number of luxury 
consumers has more than tripled from 90 million to 330 million (Statista 2014). Across 
100 categories of consumer spending, luxury goods have the strongest growth trajectory 
of any category (Sparshott 2014), and in the next five years, global luxury sales are 
expected to grow up to 50% faster than the global Gross Domestic Product (D’Arpizio 
2014).  
 Once the purview of only the rich, luxury goods are in the hands of more 
consumers than ever before. Despite this, we have very little understanding of how the 
introduction of luxury goods into our lives affects our thoughts, feelings, and behaviors. 
Luxury goods are sought after as a means to satisfy a variety of psychological needs, such 
as signaling status and prestige, as well as compensating for feelings of powerlessness 
(Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012; Griskevicius et al. 2007; Han, Nunes, and Dreze 
2010; Wilcox, Kim, and Sen 2009). If luxury goods can have these transformative 
qualities, there is every reason to believe that using luxury products can have a significant 
influence on how we feel and how we interact with others.  
We explore this possibility by examining the effects of luxury consumption on 
social behavior. We ask the question: Does luxury consumption make consumers more 
9 
 
selfish or more generous? To answer this question, we provide women with a luxury 
product to use, such as a Prada or Louis Vuitton handbag. After using the luxury product, 
we provide a number of opportunities for people to exhibit selfish or generous behaviors. 
We find that using a luxury product generally results in selfish behaviors, such as taking 
more money from others. However, we also find that using a luxury product can result in 
more generous behavior, such as donating more money to charity.  
How can luxury consumption make people more selfish and more generous? We 
reason that using a luxury product increases a consumer’s own sense of social status, 
which encourages one to behave in ways to benefit the self. Most of the time, this 
tendency leads one to engage in selfish behaviors that directly benefit the self, such as 
acquiring more money and giving less to others. However, money and resources are not 
the only valuable currencies. One’s social reputation and social standing are also of value. 
We find that when there is an explicit opportunity to enhance one’s reputation by giving 
to others, such as by donating money to a charity in a public setting, luxury users will 
exhibit more generous behavior. In other words, luxury users behave in ways to benefit 
the self, which can result in either more selfish or more generous behavior depending on 
the situation.  
Our findings make several contributions to luxury research. First, to our 
knowledge, we are the first to examine the psychological and behavioral consequences 
that are triggered by luxury use. Past research has examined people’s attitudes, 
preferences, and motivations for acquiring luxury goods (Berger and Ward 2010; Han et 
al. 2010; Lee and Shrum 2012; Ordabayeva and Chandon 2011; Rucker, Galinsky, and 
Dubois 2012; Wang and Griskevicius 2014; Wilcox et al. 2009). However, what happens 
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after individuals acquire and use luxury goods has not been explored. Doing so requires a 
different experimental approach than prior research, which has typically assessed 
attitudes and preferences for luxury goods, but has not observed what happens when 
individuals actually use luxury goods. Our novel experimental approach includes actual 
use of luxury products and observations of real behavior. 
Second, we show that luxury consumption can influence social behavior in 
seemingly opposite ways. Luxury users feel a boost in social status, and these feelings 
give rise to behaviors that benefit self, which can result in more selfish or more generous 
behavior. The idea that individuals with higher social status can act more selfishly and 
more generously is novel, and qualifies prior findings that individuals with higher 
socioeconomic status are willing to behave more antisocially (Piff et al. 2010, 2012) and 
are less compassionate toward other people (Stellar et al. 2012). Although individuals 
with higher status do behave in ways to benefit the self, this behavior is not restricted to 
selfish or antisocial acts. Even seemingly generous behavior, such as donating money to 
others, can also be exhibited by these individuals if there is something to be gained from 
one’s generosity, such as the reputational benefits that come from giving. 
Finally, we show that luxury goods have an impact that goes beyond the luxury 
user alone. Whereas prior work on luxury consumption has examined well-being from 
the standpoint of the consumer, we show that luxury consumption has negative 
consequences for the well-being of others because the selfish behaviors triggered by 
luxury usage in our studies impose costs on others. Such behaviors, which can be viewed 
as the societal costs of luxury consumption, are not only unexpected but are also 
unwelcome consequences of luxury usage. 
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CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND 
The Consumption of Luxury 
Luxury goods are products or brands offered at a premium price and quality level 
(Patrick and Hagtvedt 2008). Luxury brands, in particular, have been defined as being 
relatively rare and exclusive (Fuchs et al. 2013, Han et al. 2010, Phau and Prendergast 
2000; Vigneron and Johnson 2004). Our research focuses on premier luxury brands—
such as Prada, Louis Vuitton, and Burberry—that are consistent with these definitions 
and whose products are widely viewed by consumers as luxury goods (Fuchs et al. 
2013).  
Luxury consumption has grown exponentially, and key to this growth has been an 
increasing appeal to a broader audience. Although historically associated with older, 
ultra-affluent individuals, luxury consumption today is much more common among other 
groups such as young professionals and college students (Phillips 2012). These younger 
luxury consumers not only outnumber older, ultra-affluent consumers by a 10:1 margin, 
but they also drive the sales of luxury accessories, such as wallets and sunglasses, which 
constitute the largest segment of the luxury market (D’Arpizio 2014). Luxury goods can 
also be consumed without actually purchasing them. Modern consumers can rent a 
variety of luxury products, such as designer handbags, clothing, and jewelry, as well as 
expensive luxury cars. For example, instead of paying $4,500 for a highly-coveted 
Chanel 2.55 flap handbag, women can rent the same handbag for $300 a month from 
companies such as Bag Borrow or Steal and Rent Me a Handbag. 
Past research examining luxury consumption has primarily considered why 
people seek luxury products. Studies find that people seek luxury goods for a variety of 
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reasons such as boosting their self-esteem, and attaining happiness and fulfillment, 
especially when they feel deprived or powerless (Belk 1985; Charles, Hurst, and 
Roussanoy 2009; Richins 1987; Rucker et al. 2012). People also seek luxury goods to 
signal important information to others (Belk, Bahn, and Mayer 1982; Richins 1994; 
Wang and Griskevicius 2014). For instance, luxury products can be used to signal their 
owners’ wealth and prestige, identity, personal taste, and can even serve to attract and 
protect romantic partners (Bagwell and Bernheim 1996; Berger and Ward 2010; 
Griskevicius et al. 2007; Han et al. 2010; Mazzocco et al. 2012; Sundie et al. 2011; 
Wernerfelt 1990; Veblen 1899).  
Although past research on luxury has examined people’s attitudes, preferences, 
and motivations for acquiring luxury goods, little is known about the psychological and 
behavioral consequences of using luxury goods. Prior research has stopped short of 
examining what happens when consumers actually use luxury goods—do they see 
themselves differently, or act differently? This is the question we address in our research. 
Specifically, we examine whether the mere act of using a luxury product, such as 
carrying a Prada handbag versus a non-luxury handbag, alters a person’s perceptions of 
themselves as well as their behavior. 
Luxury Consumption, Social Status, and Self-Interested Behavior   
Luxury products have often been described as status symbols (Han et al. 2010; 
Veblen 1899). The connection between luxury and status is evident in research 
examining consumer motivations for desiring luxury goods. For example, consumers 
with a higher need for status show a stronger desire for luxury goods (Han et al. 2010), 
and powerless people exhibit greater interest in luxury goods in order to compensate for 
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their lack of status (Rucker and Galinsky 2008, 2009). Indeed, people who wear luxury 
brands are perceived as possessing higher status by others (Nelissen and Meijers 2011), 
which suggests that the people wearing or using a luxury product may perceive 
themselves as possessing elevated status.   
We propose that using luxury goods elevates the user’s sense of social status. For 
example, we predict that a woman will perceive herself as having higher social status 
when she is carrying a Prada handbag as opposed to a non-luxury handbag. Social status 
refers to an individual’s rank in a social hierarchy or position in society (Dreze and 
Nunes 2009; French and Raven 1959; Magee and Galinsky 2008). Higher social status is 
often associated with having power (Rucker and Galinsky 2008, 2009; Wong and Shavitt 
2010) and being admired by others (Magee and Galinsky 2008; Ridgeway and Walker 
1995). Although prior research has made a connection between luxury goods and status, 
there is no empirical evidence that people actually perceive themselves as having higher 
social status when they use luxury goods.   
If using luxury goods increase perceptions of consumers’ own social status, 
behavioral consequences are likely to follow. Possessing higher status is a desirable state, 
and individuals are naturally motivated to promote status once it is acquired (Griskevicius 
and Kenrick 2013; Kenrick et al. 2010). Status is often promoted through self-interested 
behaviors. For example, past correlational work shows that people with higher 
socioeconomic status are less generous, less charitable, and less helpful (Piff et al. 2010, 
2012) and are less compassionate toward another person’s suffering (Stellar et al. 2012). 
Likewise, giving people power leads them to prioritize self-interest over group goals 
(Maner and Mead 2010), spend more on themselves rather than on others (Rucker, 
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Dubois, and Galinsky 2011), and exhibit less perspective-taking (Galinsky et al. 2006). 
Thus, we propose that using luxury goods increases self-perceptions of social status, 
which then promotes self-interested behavior. 
Self-Interested Behaviors: Selfishness and Generosity 
 Given that luxury consumption should promote self-interested behavior, what 
form might these self-interested behaviors take? As described earlier, self-interested 
behavior is often equated with selfish behavior, where people take more resources for the 
self and give less to others. Accordingly, we predict that using a luxury product will 
generally lead people to engage in selfish behavior. For example, we expect that using a 
luxury handbag (vs. non-luxury handbag) will cause women to engage in more selfish 
behaviors, such as taking more scarce resources, splitting a pool of money in a way that 
favors themselves, and donating less money to a charity. In these examples, the luxury 
user places their own self-interest in obtaining money and other resources ahead of 
concern for others. Further, we expect this effect of luxury consumption on selfish 
behavior to be statistically mediated by self-perceptions of social status. 
But while the consumption of luxury products should lead to self-interested 
behavior, this doesn’t mean that that luxury consumers should always behave less 
generously. Self-interested behavior does not always mean being less generous. At times, 
it is on one’s self-interest to behave more generously and give more to others.  
Anthropological research shows that having a reputation as a cooperative and 
helpful member of a group elevates a person’s status. Across cultures, engaging in 
behaviors that benefit others can help build a good reputation (Semmann et al. 2005; 
Wedekind and Braithwaite 2002), which elevates one’s status in a group (Smith and Bird 
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2000). For example, past research shows that people promote their status by sharing more 
food with others (Gurven et al. 2000), contributing more to public goods (Hardy and Van 
Vugt 2006; Van Vugt and Hardy 2009), and giving more resources to people in need 
(Cole and Chaikin 1990; Murdock 1970).  
Although behaving in a generous way can be beneficial in terms of promoting 
status, this type of behavior also increases the well-being of others at a cost to the 
individual. Donating money to charity, for example, may be advantageous as a way to 
promote one’s status, but the individual donating money is also giving up resources, 
which is disadvantageous in terms of maintaining status. Given this central trade-off, we 
consider when higher status should lead to selfish behavior versus leading to generous 
behavior.  
We propose that higher status individuals will give more to others only when 
there is an explicit opportunity for such behavior to elevate one’s reputation. Typically, 
these opportunities take place in public, where the giver’s generous behavior can be seen 
and readily acknowledged by other people. For instance, consider donating money at a 
charity event where givers are acknowledged in public. Publically visible prosocial 
behaviors allow an individual to benefit in terms of reputation, whereas private prosocial 
behaviors do not (Hardy and Van Vugt 2006; Van Vugt and Hardy 2009). Accordingly, 
previous research finds that consumers with a status-seeking motive are more willing to 
sacrifice benefits to themselves and make choices that benefit the group when making 
such choices in public but not in private (Griskevicius et al. 2010).  
We predict that luxury (vs. non-luxury) consumption will lead to generous 
behaviors only when engaging in such behaviors provides an explicit opportunity to boost 
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reputation for the luxury user. For example, using a luxury (vs. non-luxury) product 
should make people more willing to donate money to charity if the donation occurs in 
public in front of others. However, if the donation context is private and there is no 
opportunity to boost reputation by displaying one’s generosity, luxury (vs. non-luxury) 
users will revert to being selfish, and will donate less money to charity. Although the 
public setting elicits generous behavior, while the private setting encourages selfish 
behavior, both types of behaviors are self-interested in nature. In the public setting, the 
luxury user can gain status by giving money to others; in the private setting, the luxury 
user can gain status by keeping more money for themselves. Thus, our central prediction 
is that luxury consumption triggers self-interested behaviors, but the type of self-
interested behavior we observe (selfish or generous) varies by context. 
Overview of Empirical Studies 
 We test our predictions in six studies. The first three studies show that using a 
luxury product encourages more selfish behavior. In addition, Study 3 provides evidence 
that using a luxury product boosts perceptions of one’s own social status, which 
statistically mediate the effect of product use (luxury vs. non-luxury) on selfish behavior.  
Study 4 and 5 demonstrates that using a luxury (vs. non-luxury) product can also 
result in more generous behavior. Per our prediction, luxury users donated more money 
to a charity than non-luxury users when the donation was made in public in front of 
others. However, luxury users donated less money to a charity than non-luxury users 
when the donation was made in private.  
Finally, Study 6 demonstrates a theoretically-derived boundary condition for our 
effects. We show that when the luxury item is perceived to be less exclusive, luxury users 
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do not feel a boost in their social status, and thereby do not behave differently. Taken 
together, this set of studies demonstrates that using luxury products encourages self-
interested behaviors, which present as selfish behavior in private contexts and as 
generous behavior in public contexts that afford the opportunity to boost reputation 
through giving. Furthermore, we show that both selfish and generous behaviors are 
caused by the higher sense of status that luxury users experience.  
STUDY 1: LOUIS VUITTON AND SELFISH BEHAVIOR 
Study 1 tested how the consumption of a luxury product influences women’s 
behavior. Participants first walked around a busy area either wearing or not wearing a 
luxury handbag. Afterwards, they were presented with an opportunity to behave in a 
selfish way. We predicted that the women in the luxury consumption condition would 
behave more selfishly.  
Method 
Participants. One-hundred and eleven female students (Mage = 20.46, SD = 1.57) 
in an introductory business course at a large North American university participated in 
the study in exchange for partial course credit. Twelve participants did not follow the 
study instructions (e.g., clicked through the survey without reading, didn’t understand the 
questions) and were excluded from the data analysis.  
Luxury Product Pre-test. To ensure participants had familiarity with luxury 
brands, a pre-test was conducted with a separate sample of 48 female participants (Mage = 
20.08, SD = 0.74) from the same sample population as the main study. All participants 
answered several yes/no questions about ten luxury brands: (1) Have you ever purchased 
any of the following brands: Gucci, Prada, Louis Vuitton, Burberry, Coach, Tory Burch, 
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Boss, Michael by Michael Kors, Kate Spade, Marc by Marc Jacobs? And (2) Have you 
ever seen your friends or classmates with products from these brands?  
Findings showed that 93.8% of the women indicated that they had purchased at 
least one of these brands, and 97.9% had seen their friends or classmates with products 
from these brands. Because some of these brands are considered more exclusive than 
others, we also asked the same two questions again by focusing only on the four high-end 
luxury brands: Gucci, Prada, Louis Vuitton, and Burberry. Findings showed that 52.1% 
of women indicated that they had purchased at least one of these four brands, and 87.5% 
of the women had seen their friends or classmates with products from these brands. Thus, 
consistent with trends in the luxury goods industry showing that luxury consumption is 
common among younger consumers, women in our sample population were both highly 
familiar with and common consumers of luxury brands.   
Procedure. All participants arrived individually for a study on consumer products 
and were randomly assigned to one of the three between-subjects conditions: control, 
luxury logo, and luxury consumption. In the luxury consumption condition, participants 
were given a Louis Vuitton bag and were explicitly told that this is a brand new Louis 
Vuitton bag (see illustration A for pictures). The Louis Vuitton bag retails for $750 but 
no price information was provided to participants. Louis Vuitton was chosen as the 
luxury brand because it is not only well-known, but is also highly desirable. Pretesting 
indicated that our participant population rated Louis Vuitton an average of 5.67 in 
desirability on a 1-7 scale.  
To get a sense of what it’s like to own and use the handbag, each participant was 
first instructed to imagine that the handbag belonged to her. She was then instructed to 
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put her personal items into the handbag and walk around campus. To ensure that 
participants would follow a similar walking path, each participant was given instructions 
to follow a specific path. This included taking a specific elevator to a specified floor, 
walking through a busy area to a specific coffee shop, and then following the same path 
to get back. After coming back to the lab about 15 minutes later, each participant was 
directed to a private room with a computer to fill out a survey about the handbag. This 
portion of the study contained the dependent measures. 
Participants in the control condition were given a campus map and a tour guide 
brochure and walked around the same path as the participants in the luxury consumption 
condition did. The cover story for them was to evaluate the campus map and tour guide 
brochure. They also walked for about 15 minutes and came back to the lab for the 
computer survey.  
Participants in the luxury logo condition were given the campus map and tour 
guide brochure and were asked to read them while sitting in an individual room. In the 
room were papers and pencils with the Louis Vuitton brand name and logo. The goal of 
this procedure was to expose (prime) participants with the luxury brand, but not allow 
them to consume the product. After about 15 minutes in the room that contained the 
brand logo, these participants were also asked to evaluate the campus maps and tour 
guide brochure before they completed the final survey on computer.  
Dependent Measures. After participants answered questions about the handbag or 
the maps (to maintain consistency with the cover story), they completed the dependent 
measure. It was taken from a previous study that measured selfish behavior (Zitek et al. 
2010) and examined how people choose to split communal prize money when they win a 
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contest. Participants were told that the researcher needed feedback for a future study. In 
this future study, two people would compete with each other for a prize of $10 that would 
be divided between the winner and the loser. Participants in the current study were asked 
to imagine that they were in that study and that they won the competition by answering 7 
out of 10 questions correctly. Participants were asked to indicate how the researcher 
should split the $10 of prize money between the winner (the participant) and the loser 
(the other person). The dependent measure consisted of how much money the participant 
gave to themselves. Participants provided their response by choosing one of 11 options 
that ranged from “$0 to me, $10 to my opponent” to “$10 to me, $0 to my opponent.” 
The options differed from each other in $1 increments.  
Results and Discussion 
We examined how much of the $10 prize money people gave to themselves 
across three conditions. A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) revealed a main effect 
(F(2,96) = 3.98, p = .022). As seen in figure 1, participants in the luxury consumption 
condition gave significantly more money to themselves (M = $8.65, SD = 1.76) than 
participants in both control condition (M = $7.67, SD = 1.98; t(96) = -2.66, p = .009) and 
in the luxury logo condition (M = $7.36, SD = 2.11; t(96) = -2.09, p = .039). There was 
no difference between participants in the control condition and luxury logo condition (p 
= .53).  
-------------------------- 
figure 1 about here 
-------------------------- 
 
In summary, Study 1 showed that the consumption of a luxury product led people 
to behave in a more self-interested manner. We found that wearing a Louis Vuitton 
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handbag, but not merely seeing a Louis Vuitton logo, led women to award themselves 
more prize money if they imagined winning a contest.  
STUDY 2: PRADA AND SELFISH BEHAVIOR 
Study 2 sought to conceptually replicate the findings from Study 1. In Study 2, all 
participants walked around a busy area wearing either a luxury (Prada) or a non-luxury 
handbag. In addition to the dependent measure used in Study 1, Study 2 also assessed 
selfishness in a second way. The second measure was based on the notion of selfishly 
taking the last desirable item from a group’s common resources, such as when a person 
takes the last piece of food from a communal plate. Study 2 examined the percentage of 
women who took the last desirable pen from a communal pen box.  
Method 
Participants. Seventy-two female students (Mage = 19.90, SD = 1.01) in an 
introductory business course at a large North American university participated in the 
study in exchange for partial course credit. Five participants did not follow the study 
instructions (e.g., taking their own pen out of a bag) and were excluded from the data 
analysis.  
Procedure.  The procedure was similar to Study 1. All participants arrived 
individually for a study about handbags. Each participant was first given a handbag to try 
out by carrying it around campus. Afterwards, they provided feedback about the handbag. 
The study had two between-subjects conditions: Women were randomly assigned to 
either carry around a luxury or a control handbag.  
Luxury Consumption Experience. Participants were given one of two mid-size 
handbags. In the luxury condition, participants were given a Prada bag and were 
22 
 
explicitly told that this is a brand new Prada bag. In the control condition, participants 
were given a non-luxury bag similar in size and style to the Prada bag and were told it 
was a brand new bag from a department store (see illustration A for pictures). Whereas 
the Prada bag retails for $1890, the control bag retails for $75, although no price 
information was provided to participants. Prada was chosen as the luxury brand, like 
Louis Vuitton, it is not only well-known, but is also highly desirable. Pretesting indicated 
that our participant population rated Louis Vuitton an average of 5.7 in desirability on a 
1-7 scale. As the luxury condition in Study 1, participants were asked to imagine the bag 
belonged to them, put their personal items into the bag, and walked around campus with 
the bag following the same path.  
Dependent Measures. The study had two dependent measures. The first measure 
examined whether women would take the last desirable item from a communal tray. As 
participants were about to begin the computer survey, the experimenter informed them 
that part of the survey would be done on paper and that they would need a pen. The 
experimenter directed the participant to a research lab pen tray, which contained three 
pens specifically placed there for the study. One pen looked brand new and two other 
pens were clearly less desirable; they had been slightly chewed on and had dark smudges 
from ink leaks. The experimenter casually noted that the participant should take only one 
pen because other research participants would need pens for other studies going on in the 
lab. The dependent measure was whether the participant took the last desirable pen or 
whether she left it on the tray for other participants.  
 After participants answered questions about the handbag (to maintain consistency 
with the cover story), they completed the second dependent measure. The second 
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measure was identical to the one used in Study 1. We measured how much of a $10 prize 
participants would give to themselves rather than another person.  
Results and Discussion 
Pen. We first examined the percentage of people who took the last desirable pen 
in the luxury and the control condition. As seen in figure 2, the result indicated that 
people were far more likely to take the last desirable pen in the luxury condition 
compared to the control condition (61.8% vs. 30.3%; χ2 (1) = 6.67, p = .01). Thus, 
women who wore the Prada handbag were more likely to take the last desirable pen.  
Money Allocation. We next examined how much of the $10 prize money people 
gave to themselves in the luxury and the control conditions. As seen in figure 2, 
participants in the luxury condition gave significantly more money to themselves (M = 
$7.44, SD = 1.52) than participants in the control condition (M = $6.69, SD = .95; t(66) = 
2.39, p = .02). Thus, women who wore the Prada handbag gave themselves more money 
when dividing a communal prize between themselves and another person.  
-------------------------- 
figure 2 about here 
-------------------------- 
 
In summary, Study 2 showed that the consumption of a luxury product led people 
to behave in a more selfish manner. Using the luxury handbag led women to be more 
than twice as likely to take the last desirable pen from a communal pen tray. Wearing the 
luxury handbag also led women to award themselves more prize money if they imagined 
winning a contest, thereby leaving less prize money for the other person.  
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STUDY 3: PSYCHOLOGICAL MECHANISM 
Study 3 sought to conceptually replicate and extend the findings from the first two 
studies. Women once again walked around a busy area with either a luxury or a non-
luxury handbag. Afterwards, they had the opportunity to behave in a more selfish manner. 
Consistent with findings from Study 1 and 2, we predicted that wearing luxury products 
would lead women to once again behave in a more selfish way.  
Study 3 also tested the psychological mechanism responsible for how luxury 
consumption influences behavior. As described earlier, we hypothesize that consuming a 
luxury good increases a person’s current sense of social status, which should then alter a 
person’s behavior. We therefore measured people’s perceptions of their current social 
status during their luxury consumption experience. We then tested whether perceptions of 
current social status statistically mediated the effect of luxury consumption on behavior.  
Method 
 Participants and Procedure.  Forty-one female students (Mage = 20.02, SD = 0.96) 
in an introductory business course at a large North American university participated in 
the study in exchange for partial course credit. The procedure was highly similar to the 
one described in the previous studies. Participants again came to the lab individually, 
were provided with the same cover story, were randomly assigned to carry either a luxury 
or a control handbag, walked around campus with the handbag for about 15 minutes, and 
then came back to the lab to complete the dependent measures in a private room.  
Luxury Consumption Experience. In the luxury condition, participants were given 
a Louis Vuitton bag and were explicitly told that this is a brand new Louis Vuitton bag. 
In the control condition, participants were given a non-luxury bag similar in size and 
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style to the Louis Vuitton bag and were told that this is a new bag is from a department 
store (same as in Study 1). As in the previous studies, participants imagined owning the 
bag, put their belongings in the bag, and walked around campus and a coffee shop with 
the bag following the same specified path. 
Perceived Social Status. To assess whether wearing the handbag influenced 
people’s perceptions of social status, participants filled out a short survey during their 
consumption experience. Before leaving the lab to try the handbag, participants were 
instructed that when they arrived at the coffee shop, they should find a place to sit and 
open the handbag. Inside the handbag, they would find a pencil and a survey to fill out at 
the coffee shop.   
Embedded in this survey were five items that measured participants’ perceptions 
of their current level of social status. As described earlier, social status refers to a 
person’s standing in a hierarchy, whereby higher social status is associated with having 
more power and higher position in society. To assess people’s perceptions of their current 
social status, participants responded to five items regarding how they were currently 
feeling. Specifically, “Do you feel… (1) you have higher status, (2) you are superior to 
others, (3) you are powerful, (4) like you are at the top, and (5) you have the power to 
influence others?” Participants provided responses to each item on a 1-7 scale with 
endpoint labels “Not at all” and “Very much.” The five items were averaged to form a 
perceived social status index (α = .88).  
Dependent Measure. Immediately after participants returned to the lab, they were 
directed to a private room with a computer to fill out a survey about the handbag. This 
portion of the study contained the dependent measure, which was identical to the one 
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used in previous studies. Once again, participants indicated how much of a $10 prize they 
would give to themselves rather than another person if they beat that other person in a 
competition. 
Results and Discussion 
Money Allocation. We first examined how much of the $10 prize women gave to 
themselves in the luxury and the control conditions. As seen in figure 3, participants in 
the luxury condition gave more money to themselves (M = $8.00, SD = 2.00) than did 
participants in the control condition (M = $6.75, SD = 1.94, t(40) = 2.03, p = .049). 
Conceptually replicating the finding from Study 1 and 2, women who wore a luxury 
handbag once again gave themselves more money when dividing a communal prize 
between themselves and another person. 
-------------------------- 
figure 3 about here   
-------------------------- 
Perceived Social Status. We next tested whether people differed in their sense of 
social status in the luxury and the control conditions. Findings showed that participants in 
the luxury condition perceived having significantly higher social status (M = 4.13, SD = 
1.45) than participants in the control condition (M = 2.90, SD = 1.09; t(40) = 3.08, p 
= .004). This means that women carrying the Louis Vuitton handbag felt that they having 
higher social status compared to women carrying a non-luxury handbag.  
Mediation Analysis. We next tested whether people’s sense of social status 
statistically mediated the effect of luxury consumption on the monetary allocation. A 
visual depiction of the mediation model is presented in figure 4.  
-------------------------- 
figure 4 about here 
-------------------------- 
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First, the results showed that type of product (luxury vs. control) predicted 
perceptions of social status (path a: β = .44, p = .004) and money allocation (path c: β 
= .31, p = .049). Furthermore, sense of social status also predicted money allocation (path 
b: β = .42, p = .007). Finally, the effect of product type on money allocations became 
non-significant once sense of social status was entered in the model (path c’: β = .16, p 
= .35). Following Preacher and Hayes (2008), a 10,000 resample bootstrap (Hayes (2012), 
Model 4) revealed a significant indirect effect of type of product on money allocation via 
sense of social status, b = .62 (SE = .32), 95% CI [.128, 1.404]. Because the confidence 
interval does not include 0, this means that the effect of product type on money allocation 
was statistically mediated by sense of social status.  
In summary, Study 3 conceptually replicated and extended the findings from the 
first two studies. Women who walked around with a luxury handbag once again behaved 
more selfishly compared to women who walked around with a non-luxury handbag 
similar in size and style. In addition, Study 3 tested the psychological mechanism 
responsible for how luxury consumption influences behavior. Findings showed that 
consuming a luxury good increased a person’s sense of current social status, and that this 
increased perception of status statistically mediated the effect of luxury consumption on 
behavior. In other words, the consumption of luxury led people to behave in a more 
selfish manner because it led them to feel that they have higher social status.  
STUDY 4: LUXURY CONSUMPTION AND DONATIONS 
Thus far, we have shown that luxury consumption increases women’s sense of 
social status, which then leads them to behave in a more selfish manner. In the next study, 
we examine the conditions under which luxury consumption might lead to more generous 
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behavior. Per our earlier discussion, we hypothesize that luxury consumption should have 
a different effect on behavior depending on whether the situation explicitly allows a 
person to enhance their reputation by behaving generously. If the situation does not 
present an explicit opportunity to enhance reputation by being more generous, as in Study 
1, 2 and 3, luxury consumption should produce more selfish behavior. However, if the 
situation explicitly allows a person to enhance their reputation by engaging in giving 
behavior, then consuming luxury products should lead to people to become more 
generous. For example, if a person is presented with an opportunity to give to charity in a 
public place where other people will see their behavior, then luxury consumption should 
lead people to behave more generously.  
To test whether donating money in public could enhance a person’s reputation, 
we surveyed one hundred and one participants (Mage = 30.50, SD = 8.87) on Amazon’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk). Participants responded to two yes/no questions: “Do you 
think donating money to a charity in public would: (1) increase someone’s reputation, 
and (2) lead someone to have a good reputation?” Results showed that 83.2% of people 
believed that donating money to a charity in public would increase reputation and 82.2% 
believed that it would lead that person to have a good reputation. Thus, donating in public 
can have a positive impact on one’s reputation. 
In Study 4 women once again walked around a busy area with either a luxury or a 
non-luxury product. Afterwards, all participants were asked a hypothetical question about 
their willingness to donate to charity. Importantly, the donation location was varied to be 
either private or public. We predicted that when the donation was made in private, 
wearing a luxury product would lead people to donate less money, consistent with the 
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selfish tendencies found in Studies 1-3. By contrast, when the donation was made in 
public, we predicted that wearing the luxury product would lead people to behave more 
generously and donate more money. 
Method 
Participants and Procedure. Eighty-three female students (Mage = 19.92, SD = .95) 
in an introductory business course at a large North American university participated in 
the study in exchange for partial course credit. The experiment had the following 
between-subjects design: 2 (product type: luxury vs. control) X 2 (donation context: 
public vs. private). 
Similar to previous studies, participants arrived individually for a study on 
consumer products. Women were told that the study was about handbag and that each 
participant would be given a Prada handbag or a control handbag to wear it around 
campus. After about 15 minutes, all participants were directed back the lab.  
Dependent Measure. Participants were asked to imagine that they had an 
opportunity to donate money to charity. In the private condition, participants were 
presented with an opportunity to donate as they were finishing a purchase at the checkout 
stage on the website of an online retailer. In the public condition, participants were 
presented with an opportunity to donate as they were standing in a checkout line at an 
actual store. Participants indicated how much money they would like to donate on a scale 
that ranged from $0 to $8.  
Results and Discussion 
 An ANOVA with product type and donation context did not reveal any main 
effects (ps > .27), but it revealed an interaction (F(1,82) = 34.03, p = .001). As seen in 
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figure 5, luxury consumption had a different effect on donation behavior depending on 
whether the donation was made in public versus in private. To test our specific 
hypotheses, we performed a series of planned contrasts in the private and public donation 
conditions.  
-------------------------- 
figure 5 about here 
-------------------------- 
In the private context, people indicated that they would donate less money  to 
charity in the luxury condition (M = $2.00, SD=1.85) versus the control condition 
(M=$3.08, SD=1.95; t(79) = 2.01, p = .04). Thus, as in Studies 1-3, luxury consumption 
led people to be more selfish when the situation did not explicitly provide an opportunity 
to enhance reputation through generosity.  
In the public context, people indicated they would donate more money to charity 
in the luxury condition (M = $3.72, SD=1.66) compared to the control condition (M = 
$2.22, SD=1.47; t(79) = 2.69, p = .009). Thus, when the donation was made in public and 
therefore presented an opportunity to enhance reputation, women who carried a Prada 
handbag became more generous.  
To look at the findings another way, the study found that participants who wore 
the control handbag generally did not differ in their donations when the donation context 
was public or private (p = .12; see figure 5). However, participants who wore the luxury 
handbag exhibited a large difference in donations depending on whether the donation 
context was public or private. Women wearing the luxury handbag gave much more 
money to charity when the donation context was public rather than private (M = $3.72 vs. 
$2.00; t(79) = 3.13, p = .002).  
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In summary, Study 4 found that when women were asked to make a donation to 
charity in private, those wearing a Prada handbag indicated that they would donate less 
money than those wearing a non-luxury handbag. Consistent with the findings from 
Studies 1-3, luxury products made people more selfish when the situation did not allow 
people to explicitly enhance their reputation through giving. However, when women 
were asked to make a donation to charity in public, those wearing a Prada handbag 
indicated that they would donate more money than those wearing a non-luxury handbag. 
That is, when the situation explicitly allowed a person to enhance their reputation by 
engaging in helping behavior, luxury products led people to behave in a more generous 
manner.  
Taken together, Study 4 is consistent with the notion that luxury consumption 
spurs self-interested behavior. Self-interested behavior is manifested as more selfish 
behavior in private, but is manifested as more generous behavior in public where it can 
boost a person’s reputation.  
STUDY 5: LUXURY CONSUMPTION AND REAL DONATION BEHAVIOR 
Study 5 aimed to replicate the findings in Study 4 with actual money donation as 
the dependent measure and a different brand luxury product. Women once again walked 
around a busy area with either a luxury or a non-luxury product—a Burberry scarf or a 
non-luxury scarf. All people received money for participating in the study and were later 
presented with an opportunity to donate some or all of the money to charity. Importantly, 
the donation was made either privately or publically. As in Study 4, we predicted that 
when people made the donation in private, wearing a luxury product would lead people to 
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donate less money, while wearing the luxury product would lead them to behave more 
generously and donate more money in public.  
Method 
Participants. One-hundred and two female students (Mage = 20.10, SD = 1.07) in 
an introductory business course at a large North American university participated in the 
study in exchange for partial course credit. Two participants did not follow instructions 
(e.g., they spent an inordinate amount of time walking around campus and came back to 
the lab after the session had already ended) and were excluded from the analyses. The 
study had the following between-subjects design: 2 (product type: luxury vs. control) X 2 
(donation context: public vs. private). 
Procedure. Participants arrived individually for a study on consumer products. 
Women were told that the study was about scarves and that each participant would be 
given a scarf to try out by wearing it around campus. To make the experience as realistic 
as possible, participants were asked to imagine the scarf belonged to them and were 
allowed to wear it in any style they preferred. Participants were instructed to follow the 
same walking path as in previous studies.  
Luxury Consumption Experience. Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
one of two scarves. In the luxury condition, participants were given a Burberry scarf and 
were explicitly told that this is a brand new Burberry scarf. In the control condition, 
participants were given a non-luxury scarf similar in size and style to the Burberry scarf 
and were told this is a brand new scarf from a department store (see illustration A for 
pictures). The Burberry scarf retails for $385, whereas the control scarf retails for $45, 
although no price information was provided to participants. Burberry was chosen as the 
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luxury brand because, like Prada and Louis Vuitton, it is not only well-known, but is also 
highly-desired. Pretesting indicated that our participant population rated Burberry an 
average of 5.50 in desirability on a 1-7 scale.  
Dependent Measure. The dependent measure consisted of the amount of money 
participants donated to charity. To ensure that all participants had some money they could 
donate, participants were informed that they would receive $5 in cash for being in the 
study (in addition to receiving the expected partial course credit). Participants were also 
informed that they would have an opportunity to donate some or all of the money to a 
charity of their choice. Later in the study, all participants received a request to donate to 
charity. The donation request was made either in private or in public.  
In the private condition, the donation request was made via a letter while the 
person was alone in a lab room (same location used for administering the main survey in 
the previous studies). After participants had walked around campus with the scarf and 
had come back to the lab, they were seated in a private room to fill out a survey on the 
computer. The computer instructions directed them to open an envelope that was placed 
on the desk that contained a note, a request card, and a pencil. The note reminded 
participants about getting $5 for their participation in the study and explained that, “In an 
effort to increase social awareness, we usually ask participants in our lab if you would 
like to make a donation to a charity of your choice.” The card provided names of three 
charities that participants could select (American Red Cross, Children’s Hospital, 
Livestrong Foundation). Participants could also write in a different charity if they 
preferred.  
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The card provided six options for the donation amount: $0, $1, $2, $3, $4, or $5. 
After making a choice, participants were directed (via the computer) to place the card 
back in the sealed envelope and put it back on the table. The dependent measure 
consisted of how much money participants donated to charity. 
In the public condition, the donation was made publically. After their walk around 
campus with the scarf, participants were instructed to stop by a donation desk that was set 
up at the entrance of a busy administrative office. When participants arrived at the desk, 
they were greeted by a person working at the desk, who was actually a female research 
assistant blind to the study hypotheses. The person at the desk handed out the same 
donation request letter as the one used in the private condition to the participants. 
Therefore, participants in the public condition did not receive more or less 
encouragement from the donation request. After reading the donation request letter, 
participants were then given a pencil and the same donation card with the same charities 
as in the other condition. Participants were verbally informed that after they made a 
decision they would need to hand the card to the person at the desk so that she could 
write down the person’s name and record the donation. After handing in the donation 
card, participants were directed back to the lab to complete the remainder of the study.  
Results and Discussion 
The average donation amount in the study was $3.57 (SD = $1.87). To test 
whether wearing the luxury scarf had a different effect in public and private donation 
contexts, we conducted an ANOVA with product type and donation context. The analysis 
did not reveal any main effects (ps > .27), but it did show an interaction with product type 
and donation context (F(1,98) = 0.87, p = .004). As seen in figure 6, luxury consumption 
35 
 
had a different effect on donations depending on whether the donation was made in 
public versus in private. 
-------------------------- 
figure 6 about here 
-------------------------- 
In the private donation condition, women donated less money to charity in the 
luxury condition (M = $2.84, SD=1.87) versus the control condition (M=$3.88, SD=1.92; 
t(98) = 2.06, p = .041). Thus, wearing a luxury product once again led women to behave 
in a more selfish manner when the situation explicitly did not allow people to enhance 
their reputation by helping.  
In the public donation condition, by contrast, women donated more money to 
charity in the luxury condition (M = $4.31, SD=1.40) compared to the control condition 
(M=$3.20, SD=1.99; t(98) = 2.14, p = .034). Thus, when the donation was made in public, 
women who wore a luxury products once again became more generous.  
To look at the findings another way, the study found that participants who wore 
the control scarf did not differ in their donations when the donation context was public or 
private (p =. 19; see figure 6). However, participants who wore the luxury scarf exhibited 
a large difference in donations depending on whether they were public or private. Women 
wearing the luxury scarf gave substantially more real money to charity when the donation 
context was public rather than private (M = $4.31 vs. $2.84; t(98) = 2.91, p = .001).  
 In summary, Study 5 replicated the specific pattern of findings from Study 4 using 
actual monetary donations. When asked to make a donation to charity in private, women 
wearing a Burberry scarf donated over 25% less money than those wearing a non-luxury 
scarf. But when asked to make a donation in public, those wearing a Burberry scarf 
donated over 40% more money than those wearing a non-luxury scarf. Taken together, 
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Study 5 once again showed that luxury products can make people less generous or more 
generous depending on whether the situation explicitly allows a person to enhance their 
reputation via helping behavior. 
STUDY 6: ELIMINATING THE EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION 
The last study sought to “turn off” the effect of luxury consumption by 
considering a situation in which luxury products should not influence behavior. The 
psychological reason why luxury products alter behavior is because consuming luxury 
goods increases a person’s sense of social status, as demonstrated via mediation in Study 
3. The current study derived and tested a condition under which luxury should lose its 
luster by experimentally manipulating whether a luxury product does or does not increase 
a person’s sense of social status.  
Luxury products are associated with social status, in part, because such products 
are positional goods that derive their value from being rare, exclusive, and difficult to 
obtain (Nelissen and Meijers 2011; Plourde 2008). For example, a person driving a 
Ferrari is perceived as having higher social status in part because most other people do 
not have this car. If many other people were to drive the same car, however, a Ferrari 
would be much less effective at enhancing social status. Indeed, luxury products do not 
effectively increase social status if other people have similar products (Kuksov and Xie 
2012).  
In Study 6, women once again walked around a busy area with either a luxury 
(Burberry) or a non-luxury scarf. As before, the Burberry scarf featured the iconic check 
pattern (see illustration A), which is easily identified as the brand’s signature by 
consumers familiar with luxury brands. In Study 6, we experimentally manipulated 
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whether the Burberry iconic check pattern was perceived as rare and exclusive or as 
commonplace. We predicted that when the luxury scarf is perceived as commonplace, it 
would no longer boost a person’s sense of status.  
Study 6 assessed how much money people donated to charity in a public context 
using the same behavioral measure as in Study 5. As in Study 5, we predicted that 
wearing the Burberry scarf would once again make women more generous. However, we 
predicted that depicting the luxury product as commonplace would eliminate this effect. 
When a luxury product does not increase a person’s sense of status, wearing the luxury 
product should have no effect on donation behavior.  
Method 
Participants and Design. One-hundred and seven female students (Mage = 20.09, 
SD = 1.03) in an introductory business course at a North American university participated 
in the study in exchange for partial course credit. Seven participants failed to follow 
instructions (e.g., they held the scarf in their hand instead of wearing it) and were not 
included in the data analysis. The study had three between-subjects conditions: control, 
luxury, and luxury without status boost. 
Procedure and Dependent Measures. The procedure was identical to the public 
donation context condition in Study 5. Participants came to the lab individually, were 
given either a brand new luxury (Burberry) scarf or a brand new non-luxury scarf, walked 
around campus with the scarf, and learned that they would receive $5 for participating in 
the study (in addition to receiving the expected course credit). All participants were 
instructed that they would stop by a coffee shop, and should find a place to sit and open 
the handbag. Inside the handbag, they would find a pencil and a survey to complete. 
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Embedded in this survey were five items measuring perceptions of their current level of 
social status. The five items measuring perception of social status were identical to the 
mediation items used in Study 3 and were averaged to form a perceived social status 
index (α = .83). Finally, all participants were provided with a public opportunity to 
donate some or all of the money they received for participating in the study to charity, 
using the same procedure described in Study 5.  
Luxury Consumption Experience. Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
either a luxury scarf or a non-luxury scarf, using the same scarves described in Study 5. 
Unlike in Study 5, the current study had two different luxury product conditions. One of 
the luxury conditions (“luxury”) was essentially identical to the luxury product conditions 
in Studies 1-5.  
In the other luxury condition (“luxury without status boost”), participants read a 
short news article about Burberry before trying out the scarf. The article briefly described 
the history of the brand, including the iconic check pattern. It then described that the 
check pattern was becoming common, with over 50% of women owning a Burberry 
accessory with the iconic check pattern. This material was, in fact, taken from an actual 
news article (Jones 2008). To bolster the notion that the check pattern was commonplace, 
several Burberry products sporting the iconic check pattern were placed along the 
walking path these participants followed: (1) a female confederate with a large Burberry 
check pattern tote bag was stationed on a sofa next to the elevator used by participants; (2) 
in the office where charity donations were solicited, a check-patterned Burberry garment 
bag with a dry cleaning tag and a pair of Burberry rain boots with the check pattern were 
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placed by the chair; and (3) a Burberry umbrella with the check pattern was placed in a 
lost and found box next to the donation desk.  
To ensure consistency in the procedure in both luxury conditions, in the basic 
“luxury” condition, participants also read a news article before receiving and wearing the 
Burberry scarf. The article briefly described the history of the brand, noting how the 
iconic check pattern had become a symbol of luxury. 
Results and Discussion  
Donation. An omnibus ANOVA revealed a significant effect of condition on 
donations (F(2,97) = 3.97, p = .051). As seen in figure 7, women in the luxury condition 
donated more money (M = $4.35, SD=1.54)  to charity than women in the control 
condition (M=$3.47, SD=1.79; t(97) = -2.02, p = .047). Thus, replicating the finding from 
Studies 4 and 5, women wearing a Burberry scarf became more generous when they had 
an opportunity to donate in public.   
-------------------------- 
figure 7 about here 
-------------------------- 
 
By contrast, wearing the same luxury scarf had no effect on donations when the 
luxury product was commonplace. There was no difference in donations in the luxury 
without status boost condition and the control condition (M = $3.38 vs. $3.35; t(97) = .19, 
p = .84). Further,  even though women wore a Burberry scarf in both conditions, women 
in the luxury without status boost condition donated significantly less money compared to 
women in the regular luxury product condition (M = $3.38 vs. $4.35; t(97) = -2.24, p 
= .027).  
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Perceived Social Status. An omnibus ANOVA revealed a significant main effect 
of condition on the social status index (F(2, 97) = 3.55, p = .033). Planned contrasts 
confirmed that participants in the luxury condition perceived themselves as having higher 
social status (M = 4.00, SD = 1.04) than participants in the luxury without status boost 
condition (M = 3.47, SD = 1.01, t(97) = -2.08, p = .04), indicating that our manipulation 
was successful. Further, there was no difference in perceived social status between the 
luxury without status boost condition and the control condition (M = 3.36, SD = 1.09, 
t(97) = .42, p = .68). Finally, replicating the previous finding from Study 3, participants 
in the luxury condition experienced higher perceived social status than participants in the 
control condition (t(97) = 2.47, p = .015). 
Mediation Analysis. Next, we tested whether women’s perceived social status 
statistically mediated the effect of luxury consumption on donation behavior. As reported 
earlier, there was no difference between the control and luxury without status boost 
conditions in terms of the donation amounts and perceived social status. We, therefore, 
combined these two conditions for the mediation analysis.  
The first regression revealed that condition (luxury vs. other conditions) predicted 
perceptions of social status (path a: β = .26, p = .01) and donation amount (path c: β = .24, 
p = .008). Additionally, perceived social status also predicted donation amount (path b: β 
= .29, p = .003). Following Preacher and Hayes (2008), a 10,000 resample bootstrap 
(Hayes (2012), Model 4) revealed a significant indirect effect of condition on donation 
amount via perceived social status, b = .24 (SE = .13), 95% CI [.04, .61]. Because the 
confidence interval does not include 0, this means that the effect of condition on donation 
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amount was statistically mediated by perceived social status (see figure 8 for a visual 
depiction of the mediation model).   
-------------------------- 
Figure 8 about here 
                                          -------------------------- 
We repeated the mediation analysis for the luxury and the luxury without status 
boost conditions, since these were the conditions of focal interest for the study. The first 
regression revealed that condition (luxury vs. luxury without status) predicted perceptions 
of social status (path a: β = .25, p = .037) and donation amount (path c: β = .27, p = .027). 
Further, perceived social status also predicted donation amount (path b: β = .30, p = .014). 
A 10,000 resample bootstrap (Hayes (2012), Model 4) revealed a significant indirect 
effect of condition on donation amount via perceived social status, b = .22 (SE = .16), 
95% CI [.01, .66]. Once again, this analysis confirmed that effect of the luxury condition 
(luxury vs. luxury without status) on donation amount was statistically mediated by 
perceived social status.   
In summary, Study 6 replicated the public giving findings from Studies 4 and 5. 
Women wearing a luxury product once again behaved more generously in public contexts. 
In addition, Study 6 showed that the effects of luxury consumption can be “turned off” 
when the luxury product is perceived as more common and, therefore, does not increase a 
person’s sense of social status. Furthermore, Study 6 tested the psychological mechanism 
underlying how luxury consumption affects generous behavior. The same psychological 
mechanism responsible for triggering selfish behavior—perceived social status—also 
proved to be the underlying process that triggers generous behavior when there was an 
opportunity to enhance reputation through generous behavior.  
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GENERAL DISCUSSION 
Does the Devil wear Prada? This phrase implies that “bad” people wear luxury 
brands, but our empirical findings suggest the opposite possibility: wearing Prada can 
lead ordinary people to behave badly. We found that the experience of using a luxury 
product boosted women’s self-perceptions of social status. This state then triggered self-
interested behavior, with women making choices to benefit themselves. 
We found that most of the time self-interested behavior manifested as selfish 
behavior. We repeatedly found that women wearing luxury products behaved more 
selfishly, including by taking more money for themselves and donating less money to 
charity when no one was around to see it. However, we found that self-interested 
behavior manifested as generous behavior when the situation explicitly afforded people 
an opportunity to enhance their reputation by acting generously. When donations were 
made in public in front of other people, wearing luxury products led women to donate 
more money to charity. We contend that the types of selfish and generous behavior 
assessed in our studies all constitute self-interested behavior. Both selfish and generous 
behavior benefitted the person by either enabling them to acquire more resources or by 
enabling them to gain a boost in reputation. Indeed, both selfish and generous behaviors 
were driven by the same psychological mechanism, whereby both types of behavior were 
triggered by an increased sense of social status that resulted from consuming luxury 
goods.   
Overall, we show that luxury consumption leads consumers to act in ways to 
benefit the self, which can result in either more selfish or more generous behavior 
depending on the situation. We obtained these robust effects across six studies that varied 
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the type of luxury product (handbag, scarf) and luxury brand (Prada, Louis Vuitton, 
Burberry). The pattern also persisted regardless of whether the dependent measure 
consisted of hypothetical situations, actual behavior, or incentive-compatible decisions 
concerning real money. Taken together, these findings provide novel and compelling 
evidence that using luxury goods affects how consumers feel and behave. Below, we 
discuss the contributions of our findings to several research streams, including luxury 
consumption and branding research, and suggest avenues for future research.  
Luxury Consumption Research  
 Ever since Veblen’s classic work The Theory of Leisure Class (1899), researchers 
in domains such as sociology, psychology, economics, and marketing have been 
interested in the phenomenon of luxury consumption. For more than a century, 
researchers have focused on the motivational aspects of luxury consumption. Findings 
show that consumers desire luxury products for a variety of reasons, including increasing 
one’s sense of well-being (Belk 1985; Richins 1987), increasing self-esteem 
(Sivananthan and Pettit 2010; Solomon 1983), compensating for feelings of powerless 
(Rucker et al. 2012), and affiliating with favored social groups (Berger and Ward 2010; 
Han et al. 2010). While this rich set of findings has bettered our understanding of why 
people desire luxury goods, there is a dearth of research examining the actual experience 
and consequences of consuming luxury goods.  
To our knowledge, our research is the first to systematically examine how the 
consumption of luxury goods affects consumers’ psychological and behavioral responses. 
In doing so, we show that using luxury goods causes a set of unintended consequences, 
many of them quite negative in nature. In contrast, the prior research cited above focuses 
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on expected positive consequences of luxury consumption such as increasing self-esteem 
or providing some positive benefit. Although luxury users in our studies do feel in a boost 
in social status, this often leads them to behave in selfish and mean ways. Thus, we 
demonstrate that there is a “dark side” of luxury consumption, beyond one’s pocketbook 
or materialistic tendencies. 
Notably, the “dark side” of luxury consumption also impacts others who interact 
with luxury users. The self-interested behaviors exhibited by luxury users in our studies 
impose costs on other people. Prior work in areas related to luxury consumption, such as 
conspicuous consumption and materialism, have shown that this type of consumption can 
negatively affect the well-being of individual consumers (de Graaf, Wann, and Naylor 
2001; Kasser 2002; Schor 2004). In contrast, we show that luxury consumption can have 
negative consequences for the well-being of other people. In a sense, this also affects 
societal well-being in that prosocial behavior (giving, sharing, and helping) is important 
to the fabric that holds communities and societies together. 
There is a silver lining to our research, however. Luxury can lead people to be 
more generous, but only if the behavioral context affords an explicit opportunity to 
enhance reputation by behaving more generously. Although giving behavior under these 
circumstances is beneficial to the giver, it does indicate that it is not inevitable that luxury 
use will lead to selfish behavior.  
Branding Research 
The current research also relates to findings showing how brands can influence 
our behavior. Just being exposed to a brand name or logo can be consequential. For 
example, incidental exposure to a brand logo (e.g., Apple logo) can activate behaviors 
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related to the brand’s image, such as being creative (Chartrand et al. 2008; Fitzsimons, 
Chartrand, and Fitzsimons 2008). Similarly, using a branded product that is associated 
with certain outcomes (e.g., Gatorade and athletic performance) can increase the user’s 
exercise performance, despite the fact that the actual beverage consumed has no 
properties that would be beneficial to this type of performance (Park and John 2014; 
Irmak, Block, and Fitzsimons 2005). 
We add to this emerging body of research by showing that using luxury brands 
also impacts behavior, albeit in a very different way than prior demonstrations. Prior 
research has found that brands affect behavior through direct associations with the 
brand’s image, such as Apple (creative) or Gatorade (athletic performance). Our studies 
are different in the sense that the behaviors we observe (e.g., splitting money, donations) 
are not directly related to the brand’s image, but are downstream consequences of using a 
luxury brand.  
Further, we find that use of luxury brands not only affects the user, but also other 
people who interact with the luxury user. Prior research has focused on a brand’s effect 
on individual behavior, such as being more creative or exercising longer. We extend this 
research into new territory by examining whether brands use can trigger certain types of 
behavior that have consequences for others as well as oneself.  
Future Research 
Our research provides a starting point for further examination of luxury 
consumption. First, our finding that luxury consumption produces feelings of higher 
social status suggests that luxury product use might have a variety of behavioral 
consequences. For example, past research shows that individuals with higher status or 
46 
 
power are more independent, exhibit greater action-orientation and greater abstraction, 
and engage in more risk taking behaviors (Dubois and Ordabayeva forthcoming; Maner 
et al. 2007). This suggests that using a luxury product might result in more risky behavior. 
Second, the behavioral effects of luxury consumption we observed may be 
moderated by a number of individual differences. An individual’s need for status would 
appear to be a strong candidate in this regard. It might be expected that consumers with a 
higher need for status (Eastman, Goldsmith, and Flynn 1999; Han et al. 2010), defined as 
a tendency to purchase products for their status and prestige value, would experience 
stronger feelings of status when using a luxury product, leading to stronger behavioral 
effects. A second potential moderator is culture. In the current study, the overwhelming 
majority of participants were U.S. citizens. Women from other countries and cultures 
may respond differently. For example, women from Eastern cultures, where the social 
hierarchy tends to be more salient than in Western cultures, might experience stronger 
feelings of increased social status and exhibit stronger behavioral effects from using 
luxury products. 
Third, we focused our studies on women because the products we examined (e.g., 
handbag, scarf) are more relevant to women consumers. However, we expect that luxury 
consumption should also have the similar effects on men. In fact, based on past research 
has shown that males exhibit a stronger preference for signaling power and status (Hays 
2013; Melnyk and Osselaer 2012), it is reasonable to argue that the effects demonstrated 
in the current paper should even be stronger among male consumers. Future research can 
expand the product type to be more male relevant and explore how luxury consumption 
can influence male consumers’ social behaviors.  
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Our findings also link to related research on hormones. For example, compared to 
driving a non-luxury car, the experience of driving a luxury has been shown to boost 
men’s testosterone levels (Saad and Vongas 2009). Future research is needed to examine 
how luxury consumption might influence women’s hormonal responses. Finally, the 
behavioral effects of luxury consumption may also differ depending on the audience, 
given that the nature of the audience is an important factor that affects luxury 
consumption (e.g., Berger and Ward 2010; Han et al. 2010; Wang and Griskevicius 2014).  
Addressing these questions, and others, holds the promise of understanding the 
consequences of luxury consumption in a more compelling way. Our findings show that 
luxury consumption can lead to both selfish and generous behaviors, and we invite 
further research to examine a wider range of psychological and behavioral consequences.    
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ILLUSTRATION A 
PRODUCTS USED ACROSS STUDIEs 
Study 1 and Study 3 
Luxury Handbag (Louis Vuitton) Control Handbag 
  
 
Study 2 and Study 4 
Luxury Handbag (Prada) Control Handbag 
  
 
 
Study 5 and Study 6 
Luxury Scarf (Burberry) Control Scarf 
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FIGURE 1 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON SELFISH BEHAVIOR (STUDY 1) 
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FIGURE 2 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON SELFISH BEHAVIOR (STUDY 2) 
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FIGURE 3 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON SELFISH BEHAVIOR (STUDY 3) 
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FIGURE 4 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON SELFISH BEHAVIOR MEDIATED 
BY PERCEIVED SOCIAL STATUS (STUDY 3)
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FIGURE 5 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON CHARITY DONATIONS 
DEPENDING ON WHETHER DONATION IS PUBLIC OR PRIVATE (STUDY 4) 
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FIGURE 6 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON CHARITY DONATIONS 
DEPENDING ON WHETHER DONATION IS PUBLIC OR PRIVATE (STUDY 5) 
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FIGURE 7 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON PUBLIC CHARITY DONATIONS 
DEPENDING ON IF THE LUXURY PRODUCT BOOSTS SOCIAL STATUS 
(STUDY 6) 
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FIGURE 8 
EFFECT OF LUXURY CONSUMPTION ON PUBLIC DONATIONS MEDIATED 
BY PERCEIVED SOCIAL STATUS (STUDY 6) 
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CHAPTER III: 
Essay 2: Louis Vuitton and Your Waistline:  
How Luxury Consumption Influences Self-Control 
Luxury consumption is skyrocketing. Among over 100 categories of consumer 
spending, luxury goods show the strongest growth (Sparshott 2014). In the next five 
years, global luxury sales are expected to grow up to 50% faster than global GDP 
(D’Arpizio 2013), with the highest growth in countries such as India (86%) and China 
(72%) (Euromonitor 2013). Many top luxury brands racked up double-digit sales 
increases last year, including Prada (29% increase; Paton 2013) and Louis Vuitton (19% 
increase; Roberts 2013). No wonder luxury brands such as Louis Vuitton, Prada, and 
Gucci are among the most valuable brands in the world (Interbrand 2013). 
 Not surprisingly, these trends in luxury consumption have drawn the attention of 
consumer researchers, who have identified a variety of motivations for owning luxury 
goods. Consumers desire luxury goods as a way to satisfy psychological needs, such as 
elevating self-esteem and creating stable selves (Belk 1985; Richins 1987) and 
compensating for feelings of powerlessness (Rucker, Galinsky, and Dubois 2012). 
Research also shows that consumers use luxury products to express their identity, signal 
prestige and status, and even attract and protect romantic partners (Berger and Ward 2010; 
Griskevicius et al. 2007; Han et al. 2010; Wilcox et al. 2009; Wang and Griskevicius 
2014).  
Interestingly, though, there has been little attention to the actual experience of 
using luxury goods. How does it feel to carry a luxury handbag or wear a luxury watch? 
Does using a luxury handbag or watch change our psychological state or affect our 
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behavior? We might expect the luxury consumption experience to be a largely positive 
one, given the positive outcomes consumers seek when acquiring luxury goods. However, 
is it possible that using luxury goods impacts consumers in negative ways that have not 
been anticipated? Answering these questions requires us to observe consumers actually 
using luxury products, which has not been a feature of prior work in the luxury area. As a 
result, we understand a good deal about consumer motivations for wanting luxury goods, 
but have little understanding of what happens once consumers acquire luxury goods and 
use them in their daily lives. 
In this article, we examine the effects of luxury consumption by providing women 
with a luxury handbag to carry, such as a Louis Vuitton, Prada, or Burberry handbag. We 
then examine the psychological and behavioral effects of this luxury consumption 
experience. In particular, we focus on the negative effects that using a luxury good can 
trigger. We find that using a luxury item in public makes women feel they are getting 
attention from others, but it also makes them feel more self-conscious, and more mindful 
of needing to watch their behavior in front of others. This need to self-regulate one’s 
behavior depletes self-regulatory resources, and impairs women’s ability to exert self-
control in subsequent situations. For example, we find that women who carry a luxury 
handbag are less able to resist tempting but unhealthy food (candy), and eat more of this 
unhealthy food than women who carry a non-luxury handbag. 
Our research makes a number of novel and important contributions. First, to our 
knowledge, we are the first to examine the psychological and behavior consequences that 
accompany luxury consumption. Although consumers are motivated to acquire luxury 
goods for a variety of reasons, this does not guarantee that they will experience these 
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imagined benefits, nor does it guarantee that they will experience only positive 
psychological states when actually using luxury goods. Second, our research documents a 
novel effect not anticipated by prior research—that luxury use can result in negative 
psychological and behavioral effects. In terms of psychological states, using a luxury 
good makes individuals feel self-conscious and watchful of their behavior in front of 
others. This results in a depletion in self-regulatory resources, which negatively affects 
the luxury user because these resources are needed for many aspects of daily life where 
self-control is required—such as resisting tasty but unhealthy food, exercising daily, and 
curbing one’s temper with a child or fellow worker. Overall, our findings suggest that 
luxury consumption has psychic and behavioral costs that are in stark contrast to the 
prevailing wisdom regarding the positive benefits that consumers can derive from luxury 
goods. 
Finally, these findings extend our knowledge of self-regulatory resource depletion 
theory. We demonstrate that enacting behaviors in a social context (using a luxury 
product) can deplete resources. Most prior research examines depletion using 
intrapersonal self-regulatory tasks, with very few studies showing that interpersonal tasks 
can also be depleting (for an exception, see Vohs, Baumeister, and Ciarocco 2005). 
Further, we show that tasks generally considered to be interesting and enjoyable (carrying 
a luxury handbag) can also deplete one’s self-regulatory resources. Prior depletion 
research incorporates tasks that are usually challenging, tedious, or uncomfortable. Thus, 
we provide a novel demonstration of self-regulatory resource depletion with a more 
positively valenced task.  
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CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW 
In this section, we first describe the nature of luxury goods and luxury 
consumption. Next, we propose that using luxury goods in public elicits a particular state 
of mind, which we refer to as a spotlight mindset, which triggers impression management 
concerns. Then, we propose that dealing with these concerns draws on self-regulation 
resources, which depletes the pool of resources available for subsequent self-control tasks, 
resulting in worse performance in a subsequent self-control task (e.g., resisting candy).  
Nature of Luxury Consumption 
We define luxury goods as products or brands that have premium prices and 
quality, and are relatively rare and unique. Occupying a premium position in the 
marketplace, with perceptions of high quality offered at premium prices, is a key 
characteristic of luxury brands (Patrick and Hagtvedt 2008). Rarity is a defining feature is 
found in early writings on luxury consumption (Veblen 1899), and today, luxury brands 
continue to be defined in terms of uniqueness and exclusivity (Phau and Prendergast 
2000; Vigneron and Johnson 2004).  
Most luxury goods are consumed in public settings. Although a consumer might 
drink a bottle of Domaine Laflaive (French wine priced at over $4,000/bottle) at home 
alone, it is more likely the bottle of wine will be consumed with others. A millionaire 
might drive his Astin Martin One-77 (price of $1.8 million) around his estate, but most of 
the time, the car will be driven in public in view of others. In fact, very few luxury goods 
are intended for private consumption. More than 70% of global luxury sales are for goods 
people typically consume in public—cars, jewelry, leather goods (handbags, shoes), and 
apparel (D’Arpizio 2013).   
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Consistent with public usage, researchers have focused on the role of luxury 
goods as signals of status and power to others, as opposed to the intrinsic enjoyment of 
using a luxury good. Over 100 years ago, Thorstein Veblen coined the term “conspicuous 
consumption” to capture people’s desire to seek out and flaunt luxury goods in his classic 
book, Theory of The Leisure Class. Today, the terms “conspicuous consumption” and 
“luxury consumption” are often used interchangeably. Consumer researchers have 
documented that luxury products can signal one’s status and prestige (Bagwell and 
Douglas 1996; Han et al. 2010; Mazzocco et al. 2012; Wernerfelt 1990; Wilcox et al. 
2009), power (Rucker et al. 2012), group affiliation (Han et al. 2010; Berger and Ward 
2010), and tastes (Berger and Ward 2010). 
In accordance with these themes, our research focuses on premier luxury goods 
that meet our definition (such as Louis Vuitton, Prada, and Burberry) and the 
consequences of using these luxury goods in public settings.  
Luxury Consumption and the Spotlight Mindset  
Although prior research has identified consumer motivations for desiring luxury 
goods, there has been virtually no attention given to the actual experience of using luxury 
goods. What are consumers thinking and feeling when they use a luxury good?  
We propose that using a luxury good in public places the user in a spotlight, 
where they receive attention just like an actor stepping into a spotlight. Many consumers 
invite this attention in the hope that using a luxury good will signal identity, status, power, 
and group affiliation. However, even absent this desire, luxury goods naturally draw 
attention from others because they are relatively rare, novel, and stand out from other 
consumer goods. For example, drivers of luxury cars often receive glances from other 
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drivers at a stoplight, and women with expensive handbags often catch other women 
staring at them. Thus, regardless of one’s intention, using a luxury good in public garners 
attention from others, placing the luxury user in a spotlight.  
The spotlight metaphor offers several clues about the psychological state of 
consumers using luxury goods in public, which we refer to as a “spotlight mindset.” First, 
we expect luxury users to feel that other people are paying attention and watching them. 
Luxury goods are relatively rare and distinctive, and research shows that individuals 
using a distinctive item not only believe people are paying attention to them, but also 
overestimate the amount of attention directed their way (Gilovich, Medvec, and Savitsky 
2000; Gilovich and Savitsky 1999). In addition, because luxury goods are so often used 
as signaling devices, anyone using a luxury item in public can reasonably expect that 
other people will be paying attention to them.  
Second, we expect luxury users will feel self-conscious, defined as being 
concerned with one’s social appearance and the impression one is making on others 
(public self-consciousness: Fenigstein, Scheier, and Buss 1975). Feelings of being 
watched and in the public eye are associated with feelings of self-consciousness 
(Fenigstein 1984). Regardless of whether signaling motives are present, luxury users feel 
they are the focus of other people’s attention, and concerns about how others are judging 
them naturally follow. These concerns may be quite valid, as research shows that people 
are more likely to draw inferences about others when they have higher-priced items and 
status goods (Charles, Hurst and Roussanov 2007; Richins 1994).    
Third, and relatedly, we expect luxury users to be more careful about the way they 
behave in public. The need to be more careful about one’s behavior is related to feelings 
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of self-consciousness. Individuals high in (public) self-consciousness are more willing to 
alter their behavior to avoid being negatively evaluated or rejected (Fenigstein 1979; 
Raichle et al., 2001) and are more susceptible to pressures to conform (Froming and 
Carver 1981; Scheier 1980). These findings suggest that (public) self-consciousness is 
related to being careful about how one behaves in public and altering one’s behavior to 
be socially acceptable.   
Spotlight Mindset and Self-Regulatory Resource Depletion 
Consuming a luxury product in public elicits a spotlight mindset, with thoughts of 
others watching you, being concerned about the impression you are making, and needing 
to be careful about one’s behavior in front of others. Together, these aspects of a spotlight 
mindset suggest the need to manage one’s thoughts and behaviors to create a more 
positive impression when using a luxury product in public, which as described below, is 
linked to self-regulation.   
When individuals seek to achieve important social goals, maintain or meet social 
standards, or conform to group norms, the process of presenting a desirable image 
involves increased attentional and behavioral control. That is, individuals need to initiate, 
adjust, stop, or otherwise change or promote certain thoughts, feelings, or actions 
(Baumeister, Heatherton, and Tice 1994; Baumeister and Heatherton 1996; Carver and 
Scheier 2001). These activities are linked to self-regulation, which is essentially the 
ability to alter one’s natural tendencies to bring them in line with standards (Baumeister 
and Heatherton 1996; Baumeister, Vohs, and Tice 2007). Especially relevant to our 
context is the finding that self-presentation requires self-regulation (Vohs et al. 2005). 
Furthermore, recent neuroscience research finds that regions of the brain (MPFC: medial 
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prefrontal cortex) activated when individuals process information about the self and 
others (e.g., making inferences about others’ evaluations of the self: for a review, see 
Heatherton 2011) overlap with parts of the brain responsible for self-regulation (for 
reviews, see Bandfield et al. 2004; Krendl and Heatherton 2009). 
Research also documents that self-regulation draws on a general resource, and 
these resources are subject to depletion. Baumeister and Heatherton’s (1996) strength 
model of self-regulation makes these two important points. First, self-regulatory 
resources are domain general, with the same source used for seemingly separate self-
regulatory tasks, such as regulating one’s emotions, thoughts, and behaviors (Baumeister 
et al. 1998; Muraven, Tice, and Baumeister 1998). Therefore, self-regulation tasks related 
to impression management, regardless of whether they are cognitive, emotional, or 
behavioral, should all draw resources from the same general pool. Second, this domain-
general pool is exhausted by repeated attempts at self-regulation (Baumeister et al., 2007; 
Vohs and Heatherton 2000). Acts of self-regulation deplete the resource pool, and 
therefore, impair subsequent self-regulation performance.  
We draw upon these themes to develop the following predictions about the 
consequences of luxury consumption. As proposed earlier, using a luxury product in 
public elicits a spotlight mindset, which triggers impression management concerns. 
Dealing with these concerns draws on self-regulation resources, which depletes the pool 
of resources available. When these resources are need to exert self-control in a 
subsequent situation, such as resisting tempting but unhealthy food (candy), luxury users 
have fewer self-regulation resources available to meet this challenge. As a consequence, 
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luxury users are less successful at exerting self-control, and will consume more candy 
than will consumers using non-luxury products. 
THE CURRENT RESEARCH 
Across four experiments, we provide evidence that consuming a luxury product in 
public elicits a spotlight mindset, which draws on and depletes self-regulatory resources, 
and thus impairs self-control in subsequent situations. Our basic experimental approach is 
as follows. We ask research participants to use a luxury or non-luxury handbag, and we 
measure feelings of being in a spotlight for both conditions. Next, after using the luxury 
product, we present participants with a situation that requires self-regulatory resources—
resisting a tasty but unhealthy snack (candy). We measure how much candy participants 
consume, with higher consumption indicating that self-regulatory resources have been 
depleted. This experimental paradigm is common to self-regulatory resource depletion 
research, where participants perform a first task that requires either significant self-
regulation or little self-regulation. In our studies, this first task is using a luxury good 
(requires self-regulation) or using a non-luxury good (requires little or no self-regulation). 
Next, all participants perform a second unrelated self-regulation task (in our studies, 
resisting candy). Evidence for self-regulation resource depletion is obtained if 
participants perform worse in this second task (in our studies, eating more candy) when 
they performed a first task also requiring self-regulation resources. 
Study 1 demonstrates the luxury depletion effect—using a luxury (vs. non-luxury) 
handbag in public depletes self-regulatory resources, which impairs self-control in a 
subsequent situation (resisting candy). As expected, we find that this effect is mediated 
by feelings of being in a spotlight (spotlight mindset). In Study 2, we provide further 
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evidence for the luxury depletion effect, showing that using a luxury handbag increases 
consumption of unhealthy food (which requires self-regulatory resources to resist) but not 
consumption of healthy food (which requires little or no self-regulatory resources to 
resist). We also rule out power and mood effects as alternative explanations for the 
luxury depletion effect. In study 3, we provide further process evidence by showing that 
the luxury depletion effect occurs only when luxury products are used in public, not in 
private. Further, we directly manipulate a spotlight mindset, and find that eliciting this 
mindset among individuals using a luxury product in private produces the same self-
regulatory depletion effect experienced by public luxury users. In our final study, we 
examine two important moderators of the luxury depletion effect, price-quality luxury tier 
(premier vs. affordable) and trait self-control. Consistent with our theorizing, we find that 
the luxury depletion effect is stronger for premier luxury products and individuals with 
chronically lower levels of self-control.   
STUDY 1: LOUIS VUITTON   
The objectives of this study are twofold. First, we demonstrate the basic luxury 
depletion effect by showing that consumers who use a luxury (vs. non-luxury) product 
perform worse in a subsequent self-control task, resisting candy offered to them. Second, 
we provide evidence that the luxury depletion effect is due to feelings that one is in a 
spotlight when using luxury products. Overall, we show that consumers who use a luxury 
(vs. non-luxury) product in public exhibit stronger feelings of being in a spotlight, and 
these feelings mediate the relationship between the type of product used (luxury vs. non-
luxury) and the amount of candy consumed.  
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Participants and Design 
Ninety-one female students (Mage = 20.51, SD = 2.32) from a public university 
participated in exchange for partial course credit. Participants carried a luxury or non-
luxury handbag while walking around a busy campus building. Participants in the luxury 
condition were either given the luxury handbag or were allowed to choose the luxury 
handbag from two options (a luxury and non-luxury handbag). This variation was 
included to examine whether feelings of being in a spotlight are different if one chooses 
versus is given a luxury handbag to carry. For example, participants choosing the luxury 
handbag may feel less self-conscious because they personally picked the handbag and 
welcome the attention they will receive from others. We examined these possibilities in a 
3 (Product Type: Choose Luxury vs. Given Luxury vs. Control) between-subjects design 
study. Six participants were excluded from the analysis for failure to follow instructions, 
being allergic to chocolate, or choice of the non-luxury handbag.  
Brand Pretests and Handbag Selection 
Louis Vuitton was selected as the luxury brand for the study based on a pretest 
with female students similar to those in the main experiment (N = 28, Mage = 20.31, SD 
= .92). We tested eight luxury brands, and Louis Vuitton was rated highly in terms of: (1) 
high level of brand familiarity (M = 4.10, 1=not at all familiar to 5=very familiar); 2) 
positive brand attitude (M = 5.67, average of two items on a scale of 1=bad/very 
undesirable to 7=good/very desirable); and (3) strong brand preference (over 75% of 
students picked it as one of the top three luxury handbags brands that they would most 
like to buy). A high level of brand familiarity ensures that the luxury item can be 
recognized and garner attention from others, which is foundational for feelings of being 
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in a spotlight for luxury users. A strong and positive brand attitude ensures that the luxury 
item will garner positive attention, which rules out alternative explanations for the luxury 
depletion effect based on embarrassment or social exclusion elicited by using an 
unpopular, negatively evaluated, or ugly handbag. 
A cross-body clutch (9.4 × 5.5 × 1.6 inches) with the iconic Louis Vuitton 
monogram canvas pattern was chosen as the luxury handbag (retail price: $730). This 
handbag was given to participants in the Given Luxury condition. In the Choose Luxury 
condition, participants were allowed to choose a handbag to carry, either the Louis 
Vuitton handbag or a non-luxury cross-body clutch of a similar style (retail price: $45). 
In the Control condition, participants were given a non-luxury handbag to carry (retail 
price: $75).   
Procedure  
Participants were told that the lab session consisted of several short unrelated 
studies. They were told the first study was about consumers’ opinions of women’s 
handbags, which would involve using a handbag and completing a survey. After 
providing informed consent, participants were randomly assigned to one of the three 
conditions. For participants in the Choose Luxury condition, two handbags were 
presented, a Louis Vuitton (luxury) handbag and a non-luxury handbag. Participants were 
allowed to choose one of the handbags for the study. Only two participants (out of 32) 
chose the non-luxury handbag and were excluded from the analysis. Participants in the 
Given Luxury condition were given the Louis Vuitton handbag to use, whereas 
participants in the Control condition were given a non-luxury handbag to use. To make 
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the consumption experience as realistic as possible, each participant was asked to put her 
personal items into the handbag and to imagine the handbag belonged to her.  
Next, each participant was given a list of tasks to complete while using the 
handbag for the next 15 minutes, including walking to a nearby building and stopping by 
a coffee shop. Several precautions were taken to ensure the consumption experience was 
public and visible. First, all sessions of the experiment were scheduled in a lab located in 
a school building during class time when there were plenty of students in the building. 
Second, participants were specifically asked to go to a coffee shop (located in an adjacent 
building) that has a high customer volume. Third, participants were asked to complete a 
short survey while sitting in the coffee shop, which provided more time for them to use 
the handbag in public. Finally, participants were scheduled so they would avoid seeing 
each other in public using the luxury or non-luxury handbags.  
After 15 minutes, participants returned to the lab and were directed to individual 
rooms. Each room had a computer and a bowl of M&M’s candies on the desk. The 
experimenter casually mentioned to participants that they were welcome to have some 
complimentary snacks while completing the computer-based survey. The participants 
were then left alone in the room to complete a second survey regarding the handbag 
experience and several demographic measures. After completing the survey, participants 
were debriefed and thanked. As soon as they left the room, the amount of M&M’s 
consumed was measured using a digital scale (in grams).  
Measures 
 Food consumption. The weight of M&M’s candy consumed (in grams) served as 
the main dependent variable. 
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Spotlight index.  At the end of the second survey, participants were asked to recall 
their experiences using the luxury or non-luxury handbag, including several questions to 
assess the extent to which they felt they were in a spotlight during the experience. 
Participants responded to four items: “When you walked around with the handbag, to 
what extent did you feel you: (1) attracted attention from others, (2) were being noticed 
by others, (3) needed to be more careful in front of others, and (4) felt self-conscious 
about carrying the handbag.” Responses were recorded on a 7-point scale ranging from 
“not at all” to “very much.” Responses to these four items were averaged to form a 
spotlight index (α = .68).  
Results  
Food consumption. A series of planned contrasts were conducted to examine the 
luxury depletion effect. First, as predicted, we found that participants who were given the 
Louis Vuitton handbag to use consumed significantly more M&M’s (M = 26.19, SD = 
25.39) than participants who were given the control handbag to use (M = 15.21, SD = 
12.60, t(82) = 2.11, p = .02). We also found that participants who chose to use the Louis 
Vuitton handbag also consumed significantly more M&M’s than participants who were 
given a control handbag to use (M = 26.70 vs. 15.21, t(82) = 2.46. p = .009). Further, we 
did not find any difference between participants who were given the Louis Vuitton 
handbag to use versus those who chose the Louis Vuitton handbag (M = 26.19 vs. 26.70, 
t(82) = .09, p = .93, see figure 1). 
----------- Figure 1 about here -------------- 
Spotlight index. The same sets of planned contrasts were conducted with the 
spotlight index. Participants who were given the Louis Vuitton handbag to carry had 
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stronger feelings of being in a spotlight (M = 4.19, SD=1.48) than participants who 
carried the control handbag (M=3.42, SD=1.41; t(82) = 1.99, p = .025). Similarly, 
participants who chose the Louis Vuitton handbag also reported significantly stronger 
feelings of being in a spotlight (M = 4.50, SD=1.30) than participants carrying the control 
handbag (M=3.42, t(82) = 2.77, p = .003). Again, whether participants were given or 
chose the Louis Vuitton handbag did not affect their feelings of being in a spotlight (M = 
4.19 vs. 4.50, t(82) = .87, p = .38; see figure 1).  
Mediation analysis. Thus far, our findings indicate that using a luxury handbag (1) 
heightened participants’ feelings of being in a spotlight; and (2) resulted in higher 
M&M’s consumption. We predicted these two effects would be related, such that the 
effect of luxury product use on M&M’s consumption would be mediated by feelings of 
being in a spotlight when using the luxury product. To test for mediation, we used the 
Preacher and Hayes (2008) method for estimating indirect effects. Consistent with 
expectations, bootstrap estimates (based on 10,000 samples) indicated that the indirect 
effects of condition (Choose Luxury vs. Given Luxury vs. Control) through the spotlight 
index had a significant effect on M&M’s consumption (Hayes 2012, Model 4, Kappa-
squared, 95% bias-corrected, CI = [.0007, .0956]). And, after controlling for the spotlight 
index, the effect of condition on M&M’s consumption became non-significant (from β = 
-5.48, p = .06, to β = -4.79, p = .12; see figure 2).  
----------- Figure 2 about here -------------- 
Discussion 
 Study 1 provides support for the luxury depletion effect. Consumers who used a 
luxury (vs. non-luxury) product in public were less successful in a subsequent self-
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control task, eating more unhealthy food (M&M’s) offered as a snack. This effect was 
observed regardless of whether the luxury product was chosen or was given to the 
consumer to use. Further, we found evidence for the proposed process. Using a luxury (vs. 
non-luxury) product in public induced stronger feelings of being in a spotlight, and these 
feelings mediated the effect of the type of product used (luxury vs. non-luxury) on 
consumption of M&M’s.  
 The next study provides further evidence that luxury consumption depletes self-
regulatory resources by varying the type of snack offered to participants, unhealthy 
snacks (M&M’s, Skittles) versus healthy snacks (nuts, raisins). Prior research has shown 
that foods considered to be unhealthy and tempting (e.g., chocolate) are more difficult to 
resist, and require more self-regulatory resources to resist, than healthy foods (e.g., 
broccoli) (Vohs and Heatherton 2000; Redden and Haws 2013). Thus, if luxury 
consumption depletes self-regulatory resources, consumers who use a luxury product 
should have more difficulty resisting unhealthy snacks (and should eat more of these 
snacks) than consumers who use a non-luxury product. However, there should be no 
difference between consumers using a luxury versus non-luxury product in terms of 
consumption of healthy snacks, as self-regulatory resources are less necessary for 
resisting healthy foods. Further, feelings of being in a spotlight should mediate the 
predicted interaction between food type (healthy, unhealthy) and product type (luxury, 
non-luxury).  
We also include several additional measures in the next study to rule out 
alternative explanations for the luxury depletion effect. First, we include a measure of 
power. Prior research shows that consumers desire luxury products when they lack power 
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or status (Rucker and Galinsky 2009; Sivanathan and Pettit 2010), and thus, using luxury 
products should make consumers feel that they are more powerful or have higher status. 
Feelings of status might be associated with a feeling of entitlement (Piff 2014), and these 
feelings may lead luxury users to feel they are entitled to eat more of the snacks being 
offered. Second, we include a mood measure to rule out a mood explanation for our 
results. Using a luxury product leads to feelings of being in a spotlight, which includes 
being self-conscious and sensing that others are watching you. If these feelings induce a 
more negative mood, luxury users may consume more unhealthy snacks as a means of 
repairing the negative mood they are experiencing (Tice, Bratslavsky, and Baumeister 
2001). Alternatively, using a luxury product that is highly desirable may put consumers 
into a more positive mood, and they may be less inclined to break a positive mood by 
exerting self-control to resist a tempting snack offered to them.    
STUDY 2: BURBERRY  
Participants and Design  
Eighty-eight female students (Mage = 20.78, SD = 1.96) from a public university 
participated in exchange for partial course credit or a small payment, and were randomly 
assigned to one of the conditions in a 2 (Product Type: Luxury vs. Control) by 2 (Food 
Type: Healthy vs. Unhealthy) between-subjects design.  
Brand Pretests and Handbag Selection 
Burberry was selected as the luxury brand for the study based on a pretest with 
female students similar to those in the main experiment (N = 28, Mage = 20.31, SD = .92). 
Using the same criteria for brand selection described in study 1, we chose Burberry due 
to: (1) a high level of brand familiarity (M = 3.80, 1=not at all familiar to 5=very 
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familiar); 2) a positive brand attitude (M = 5.50, average of two items on a scale of 
1=bad/very undesirable to 7=good/very desirable); and (3) strong brand preference (over 
65% of students picked it as one of the top three luxury handbags brands that they would 
most like to buy).  
A beige color Burberry tote with the iconic check-print pattern (retail price: $875) 
was chosen as the luxury handbag. A beige tote of similar size, with no visible logo was 
chosen as the control handbag (retail price: $65).  
Procedure 
The procedure was similar to the first study. Participants were given either a 
luxury handbag or control handbag, and carried this handbag while walking around a 
busy building completing several tasks. Afterwards, they returned to the lab to complete a 
final survey, and were offered healthy snacks (a bowl of unsalted nuts and a bowl of 
raisins) or unhealthy snacks (a bowl of M&M’s and a bowl of Skittles) (adopted from 
Redden and Haws 2013). Two bowls of healthy (unhealthy) snacks were provided to 
accommodate varying food preferences among respondents. As soon as participants 
finished the survey and left the lab, the amount of the food consumed was measured.  
Measures  
Food consumption. The weight of food consumed (in grams) served as the main 
dependent variable. The consumption of M&M’s and Skittles was combined for 
participants in the unhealthy food condition, and the consumption of unsalted peanuts and 
raisins was combined for participants in the healthy food condition.   
Spotlight index. Participants completed the same four items described in study 1, 
and responses were averaged to obtain the spotlight index (α = .78).  
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Mood. To examine mood as an alternative explanation, participants completed the 
20-item Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS: Watson, Clark, and Tellegen 
1988) while sitting in a coffee shop with the handbag. Included in the twenty items were 
positive emotions (e.g., interested, excited, proud, and happy) and negative emotions (e.g., 
upset, embarrassed, afraid, and irritable). For each item, participants were asked describe 
whether each emotion reflected how they felt at the moment (1 = Very slightly/not at all 
to 5 = Extremely).  
Power. To examine whether feelings of power could constitute an alternative 
explanation, participants were asked to recall their experience using the handbag (luxury 
or control) and rate the extent to which they felt superior to others, felt powerful, or felt 
they had higher status than others. Responses for each item were recorded on a 7-point 
scale (1 = not at all to 7 = very much) and the three items were averaged to form a power 
index (α = .93). 
Results  
 Food consumption. We predicted that participants who used the luxury (vs. 
control) handbag in public would consume more unhealthy, but not healthy, food. An 
ANOVA was performed on food consumption with Product Type (Luxury vs. Control) 
and Food Type (Healthy vs. Unhealthy) as between-subjects factors. As expected, there 
was a significant two-way interaction between Product Type and Food Type (F(1, 84) = 
3.88, p =.05). 
 To test our specific predictions, a series of planned contrasts was performed. As 
shown in Figure 3, participants in the Luxury handbag condition ate significantly more 
unhealthy food (M = 40.45, SD = 19.25) than participants in the Control handbag 
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condition (M = 28.31, SD = 28.15, t(84) = 1.78, p = .035). However, for healthy food 
consumption, there was no difference between participants in the Luxury handbag 
condition (M = 16.19, SD = 19.09) and Control handbag condition (M = 23.47, SD = 
24.15, t(84) = 1.02, p = .31).   
---Figure 3 about here---  
Spotlight index. As expected, participants in the Luxury handbag condition felt 
more in the spotlight (M = 4.68, SD = 1.68) than participants in the Control handbag 
condition (M = 3.67, SD = 1.79, t(87) = 2.73, p = .004). These results confirmed that 
using the Burberry handbag made participants feel like they were garnering attention 
from others, needed to be careful about their behavior, and felt more self-conscious.  
 Mediation analysis. We hypothesized that the effect of luxury product 
consumption on unhealthy food intake, not healthy food intake, would be mediated by the 
feelings of being in a spotlight while using the luxury product. Specifically, we expected 
the interaction between Product Type and Food Type would be mediated by the spotlight 
index.   
To test for mediation, we used the Preacher and Hayes (2008) method for 
estimating indirect effects. The mediation analysis was based on two separate multiple 
regressions models (Hayes 2012, Model 5, see figure 4). The first model included 
Product Type, Food Type, and the interaction as the independent variables, and food 
consumption as the dependent variable. This model revealed a significant two-way 
interaction (β = 24.27, t(84) = 3.51, p < .001). After controlling for the spotlight index, 
this interaction effect was significantly reduced (β = -18.29, t(84) = -1.89, p = .06, 95% 
88 
 
bias-corrected, CI = [-8.52, -.45]). Thus, this analysis indicated that the interaction effect 
(Product Type x Food Type) was fully mediated by the spotlight index.  
---Figure 4 about here--- 
Additional analyses. We explored two alternative explanations for our findings. 
First, we examined whether food consumption was related to the mood elicited by using 
different handbags. Results showed no significant differences between participants 
carrying a luxury versus control handbag for all twenty positive and negative affect 
measures (p-values > .17). Participants in both conditions evinced moderately positive 
moods. For example, they generally felt interested (M = 2.97) and attentive (M = 2.88). 
Therefore, it is unlikely that the higher (lower) consumption of unhealthy food in the 
Luxury (Control) handbag condition was due to negative or positive affect from using the 
handbag.  
Second, we examined whether greater unhealthy food consumption after using a 
luxury (vs. control) handbag was due to feelings of being powerful. Participants who 
used the luxury (vs. control) handbag reported greater feelings of power (M = 4.70 vs. 
3.45, t(87) = 2.84, p = .006). However, a mediation analysis revealed that power did not 
mediate the effects of luxury on unhealthy food consumption. We used the same 
mediation analysis described above, but substituted power instead of the spotlight index 
as the mediator. After power was entered into the regression, the interaction between 
Product Type and Food Type was still significant (β = -19.13, p = .05), and the 1,000 
resample of bootstrap also revealed a non-significant mediation effect (95% bias-
corrected, CI = [-5.65, .29]). Thus, greater feelings of power do not account for why 
participants using a luxury handbag consumed more unhealthy food.   
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Discussion 
 Our findings provide additional evidence for the luxury depletion effect. Using a 
different luxury brand (Burberry), we replicate the finding from study 1 that using a 
luxury product in public depletes self-regulatory resources, which impairs self-control 
and results in eating more unhealthy food. Further, study 2 strengthens our theory by 
showing that using a luxury product increases unhealthy food consumption (where self-
regulatory resources are needed to resist consumption) but not healthy food consumption 
(where self-regulatory resources are less at play). The divergent results for unhealthy 
versus healthy food help rule out alternative explanations for why luxury users consume 
more unhealthy food, such as simply desiring more food or feeling entitled to take more 
food. Alternative explanations related to feelings of power or differential moods related 
to luxury use were also ruled out. Only heightened feelings of being in a spotlight proved 
to be a mediator for the observed pattern of findings. 
 The next study provides further evidence that luxury users’ feelings of being in a 
spotlight are responsible for self-regulatory depletion. First, we vary the luxury 
consumption context to be public or private. In our first two studies, participants carried a 
luxury handbag in public, which triggers feelings of being in a spotlight. In study 3, we 
asked one group of participants to use a luxury handbag in public and another group to 
use the same luxury handbag in private. We used the small Louis Vuitton handbag from 
study 1, which participants carried as a regular handbag in view of others (public) or 
placed inside a tote bag hidden from others (private) while walking in a busy building. If 
feelings of being in a spotlight are responsible for the luxury depletion effect observed in 
our first two studies, we should observe the same effect for the public, but not the private, 
90 
 
consumption context. When luxury products are used in private, there is no reason to 
believe that a user will feel self-conscious and feel the need to watch their behavior—
therefore, the luxury depletion effect should not be observed.  
Further, with all participants using the same luxury handbag, we seek to rule out 
hedonic goal activation as an alternative explanation for why luxury users consume more 
tasty but unhealthy food. In prior studies, we compared participants who used a luxury 
handbag versus a control handbag, and it could be argued that carrying the luxury 
handbag activated hedonic goal seeking behaviors, such as eating candy. In study 3, all 
participants used the same luxury handbag, which would equalize hedonic goal seeking 
behaviors (if any) across conditions. If consumption of candy increases only for luxury 
users in the public condition, this would effectively rule out hedonic goal seeking as a 
plausible explanation for food consumption effects.  
Finally, to add to our process evidence, we add a third condition where we 
directly manipulate feelings of being in a spotlight mindset. For this condition, 
participants use the Louis Vuitton handbag in private, but prior to doing so, we prime 
participants with a brief message about how others are always watching them and how 
they need to be careful about their behavior in front of others, which is consistent with 
how luxury users feel when using these goods in public settings. Thus, with this 
manipulation, we expect to see that participants using the luxury handbag in private will 
exhibit the same spotlight feelings (and associated depletion and food consumption) as 
participants using the luxury handbag in public. 
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STUDY 3: PUBLIC VS. PRIVATE LUXURY CONSUMPTION  
Sample and Procedure 
Eighty female students (Mage = 20.37, SD = 1.73) participated in exchange for 
partial course credit and were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: Luxury 
Public vs. Luxury Private vs. Luxury Private with Spotlight Mindset Prime.   
Participants were seated in a private room and were told they would complete 
several unrelated short studies. First, they were asked to read an article. For participants 
in the Spotlight Mindset Prime condition, the article described new psychological 
research revealing that people underestimate the amount of attention they receive from 
others in public. The article ended with the following statement: “Be careful about what 
you do in public because you are being watched by others more than you think!” 
Participants in the other two conditions read a control article about new research on high 
school students’ participation in extracurricular activities.   
Next, all participants were given the Louis Vuitton handbag and were asked to put 
their personal items into it. Then, they were asked to walk around the building to 
complete the same set of tasks used in study 1. Participants in the Luxury Public 
condition completed their tasks while carrying the Louis Vuitton handbag in sight. 
Participants in the Luxury Private conditions were instructed to put the Louis Vuitton 
handbag into a leather tote bag (without a visible brand name or logo) before setting out 
to complete the same set of tasks. Per the procedure used in study 1, participants returned 
to the lab after 15 minutes and completed a computer-based survey in their private room. 
As before, a bowl of M&M’s candy was placed on the desk in each room and participants 
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were told it was a complimentary snack. After completing the survey, participants were 
dismissed, and then the weight of M&M’s consumed was measured. 
Measures  
 Food consumption. The weight of M&M’s candy consumed (in grams) served as 
the main dependent variable.  
 Manipulation Checks. Immediately after reading the spotlight prime or control 
article, participants rated how informative and credible the article was on a 7-point scale 
(1 = Not at all to 7 = Very much). Then, after carrying the handbag, participants in the 
spotlight prime and other conditions completed the four items in the spotlight index used 
in prior studies (α =.79). Both measures were taken to ensure that the spotlight prime 
article was credible and triggered the intended feelings of being in a spotlight.   
Handbag evaluation. At the end of the study, participants rated how much they 
liked the handbag they used in the study on a scale from 1= “not at all” to 7=”very 
much.” This measure was taken to ensure that the Louis Vuitton handbag was equally 
liked in the public and private consumption conditions. 
Results  
Manipulation checks. The spotlight prime article and control article were rated 
equally in terms of being informative (M = 4.73 vs. 4.87, t(77) = .41, p = .69) and 
credible (M = 4.50 vs. 4.34, t(77) = .37, p = .72). Ratings for both articles were 
significantly higher than the scale midpoint, indicating participants found both articles 
informative and credible (p-values < .001).   
Next, we compared the spotlight index across conditions, which indicated our 
spotlight prime was successful. Participants in the Luxury Public condition and Luxury 
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Private with Spotlight Mindset Prime conditions had similar spotlight feelings (M = 4.32 
vs. 4.19, t(77) = .29, p = .77), and both had significantly greater spotlight feelings than 
participants in the Luxury Private condition (M = 3.20, t-values > 2.10, p-values < .02).  
Food consumption. A one-way ANOVA revealed the predicted main effect of 
different conditions on food consumption quantity (F(2,77) = 3.04, p = .05). To test our 
specific predictions, a series of planned contrasts was conducted. Consistent with 
expectations, participants in the Luxury Public condition consumed significant more 
candy (M = 24.11, SD = 20.03) than participants in the Luxury Private condition (M = 
14.68, SD = 15.97, t(77) = 1.90, p = .031). Moreover, participants in the Luxury Private 
with Spotlight Mindset Prime condition also ate significant more candy (M = 28.70, SD = 
25.16) than participants in the Luxury Private condition (M = 14.68, SD = 15.97, t(77) = -
2.42, p = .01). Thus, triggering feelings of self-consciousness and being watched by 
others (spotlight prime) increased food consumption. Further, the spotlight prime was so 
successful that food consumption in this condition (Luxury Private with Spotlight 
Mindset Prime) was no different than food consumption in the Luxury Public condition 
(t(77) = -.748, p = .46, see figure 5) 
---Figure 5 about here--- 
Additional analysis. We examined whether candy consumption was related to 
how desirable each handbag was. Although all participants carried the same Louis 
Vuitton handbag, those in the Luxury Private condition carried the Louis Vuitton 
handbag inside a black tote bag. Evaluations of the Louis Vuitton handbag and the black 
tote bag were not different from one another (M = 4.39 vs. 4.59, t(77) = .95, p = .95), and 
ratings of both handbags were significantly higher than the mid-point of the 7-point scale 
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(ts > 5.38, ps < .001). Therefore, the observed effects were unlikely due to how much 
participants liked each handbag.  
Discussion  
 Results of this study provide additional support for our contention that luxury 
users’ feelings of being in a spotlight are responsible for self-regulatory depletion, 
indicated by a lessened ability to resist tasty but unhealthy food. When a luxury handbag 
was carried in private, which vastly reduced feelings of being in the spotlight, food 
consumption was significantly lower than when the same luxury handbag was carried in 
public. Further, when the luxury handbag was carried in private, but participants were 
primed to feel that they were in a spotlight with others watching, food consumption was 
equal to when the luxury handbag was carried in public. These patterns of data rule out 
hedonic goal seeking behavior as an alternative hypothesis because participants in all 
conditions carried the same luxury handbag, yet food consumption amounts varied in 
accordance with our expectations. 
This study also identifies a moderator of the luxury depletion effect. Luxury 
consumption in public elicits feelings of being in a spotlight and depletes self-regulatory 
resources, as indicated by higher levels of unhealthy food consumption. However, luxury 
consumption in private does not trigger the same spotlight feelings, and therefore, we 
observe less self-regulatory resource depletion and less unhealthy food consumption. 
Note that we used the exact same luxury handbag in both the public and private 
conditions, and participants performed the same tasks in both conditions.  
We continue to examine moderating factors in the next study. First, we examine 
how the level of luxury moderates spotlight feelings and self-regulatory depletion. The 
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luxury market for items such as handbags, watches, and clothes is often viewed as 
consisting of different price-quality tiers, with brands such as Louis Vuitton and Prada at 
the top (“premier” or “premium” luxury) versus brands such as Coach and Tory Burch at 
the bottom (“affordable” or “accessible” luxury). In prior studies, we used premium 
luxury brands (Louis Vuitton and Burberry), and we predict that the effects observed with 
these brands would be less apparent with affordable luxury brands like Coach. Affordable 
luxury brands are lower-priced, purchased by more consumers, and therefore, garner less 
attention that premier luxury goods. Consumers carrying affordable luxury goods should 
not feel as self-conscious and watched by others, and thus, we expect that they will 
experience less self-regulatory resource depletion and will be more able to exert self-
control when tempted by tasty unhealthy food. In short, the luxury depletion effect should 
be more evident for premier than affordable luxury goods. 
Second, we examine individual differences in chronic levels of self-control as an 
important moderator. At a foundational level, people have varying abilities to control 
their thoughts, impulses, and behaviors. Although it may be difficult for people to 
consistently resist temptations such as eating candy, especially after their self-regulatory 
resources have been depleted, people with lower (vs. higher) levels of self-control are 
even less likely to overcome this challenge successfully (Muraven, Shmueli, and Burkley 
2006; Hofmann, et al. 2012). If self-regulatory resource depletion and lack of self-control 
resources are responsible for increasing unhealthy food consumption, then low self-
control participants should be even less successful at resisting the tempting M&M’s 
candies than high self-control participants.  
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Both moderators, level of luxury and trait self-control, are examined in the 
context of public luxury consumption in study 4. We predict that spotlight feelings and 
candy consumption will be greater when individuals use a premier (Prada) versus 
affordable (Coach) luxury brand. Further, we predict an interaction between level of 
luxury and trait self-control, expecting that the difference in candy consumption between 
premier versus affordable luxury brands will be greater for individuals with lower (vs. 
higher) trait self-control. 
STUDY 4: 
 LEVEL OF LUXURY AND TRAIT SELF-CONTROL AS MODERATORS  
Sample and Procedure 
One hundred and seven female students (Mage = 20.09, SD = 1.07) from a public 
university participated in the study in exchange for partial course credit and were 
randomly assigned to one of the level of luxury conditions: Affordable Luxury (Coach) 
vs. Premium Luxury (Prada). The procedure was identical to study 1, except the 
computer-based survey administered at the end of the study included a measure of trait 
self-control.   
Brand Pretests and Handbag Selection  
To select affordable versus premium luxury brands, undergraduate female 
students (N = 68; Mage= 20.05, SD = 2.32) were surveyed. They were provided with a 
detailed definition of an affordable luxury brand and a premium luxury brand, and were 
shown a list of 16 popular luxury brands of handbags (e.g., Chanel, Burberry, Prada, 
Louis Vuitton, Coach, Marc By Marc Jacobs, Juicy Couture). They were then asked to 
put each brand into one of the following categories: (1) affordable luxury brand, (2) 
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premium luxury brand, (3) not a luxury brand, and (4) not familiar with the brand. Coach 
was deemed the best example of an affordable luxury brand (85% of students placed it in 
this category), while Prada was chosen as a clear example of a premium luxury brand 
(88% of students placed it in this category).  
Thus, we used Coach and Prada handbags for the study. To minimize style 
differences, we chose a Prada handbag in a medium blue Saffiano leather (retail price: 
$1890) and a similar sized Coach handbag in a medium blue Saffiano leather (retail price 
$295). We pretested both handbags to ensure that the Prada handbag would elicit greater 
feelings of being in the spotlight. We asked undergraduate female students (N = 34, Mage 
= 20.52, SD = 2.14) to rate pictures of several handbags, including the Prada and Coach 
handbags. Students were asked to imagine they were walking around with each handbag 
and rated the extent to which they felt that it would: (1) attract attention from others, (2) 
be noticed by others, (3) make them feel they would need to be more careful in front of 
others, and (4) make them feel self-conscious about carrying the handbag. These four 
items were combined into a spotlight index for the Prada handbag (α =.86) and a spotlight 
index for the Coach handbag (α = .82). Results confirmed that the selected Prada handbag 
elicited significantly greater feelings of being in the spotlight than the selected Coach 
handbag (M = 5.57 vs. 4.65, t(33) = -4.89, p < .001).  
Measures 
 Food Consumption. The weight of M&M’s candy consumed (in grams) served as 
the main dependent variable. 
Trait Self-Control. After several unrelated filler tasks were completed, 
participants filled out the self-control trait measures. We used the 12-item short form of 
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Tangney et al.’s (2004) general trait self-control scale, which is the most commonly used 
and well-validated measure of trait self-control in various self-control domains (e.g., 
Redden and Haws 2013; de Ridder, et al. 2012). Supported by past research, we used this 
general measure because all self-control regulation tends to come from generalized 
sources (Vohs and Baumeister 2004). The scale contains items such as “I refuse things 
that are bad for me” and “I am good at resisting temptation.” Participants responded on a 
7-point scale (1 = Not at all to 7 = Very much), and responses to 12 items were averaged 
to form a self-control index (α = .68), with scores mean-centered for regression analyses. 
Results  
Food consumption. Consistent with predictions, participants who used the Prada 
handbag ate significantly more M&M’s (M = 24.13, SD = 21.58) than participants who 
used the Coach handbag (M = 13.78, SD = 12.52, t(105) = 2.92, p = .004, see figure 6). 
---Figure 6 about here--- 
Trait self-control. To examine whether differences between affordable versus 
premier luxury would be affected by an individual’s trait self-control, a multiple 
regression was conducted with Level of Luxury (Premium = 0, Affordable =1), 
participants’ mean centered Self-Control index, and their interaction as independent 
variables, with food consumption as the dependent variable. The results revealed a 
significant main effect of Level of Luxury (β = -45.89, t(103) = -2.25, p = .02), a 
significant main effect of Self-Control (β = -8.52, t(103) = -2.95, p = .003), and a near 
significant interaction term (β = 8.79, t(103) = 1.84, p = .06). To test our specific 
predictions, we performed spotlight analysis for participants who have stronger self-
control (+1 SD above the mean) and weaker self-control (-1 SD below the mean; Aiken 
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and West 1991; Fitzsimons 2008). As depicted in figure 7, for participants with stronger 
self-control, using the premium luxury handbag or the affordable luxury handbag did not 
affect how much candy they ate (M = 16.83 vs. 12.95, t(103) = -.59, p = .55). As 
expected, individuals with stronger self-control were generally better at resisting 
tempting unhealthy food. In contrast, participants with weaker self-control ate 
significantly more candy when they used the premium compared to the affordable luxury 
handbag (M = 29.66 vs. 13.54, t(103) = -3.11, p = .001).  
---Figure 7 about here--- 
Discussion  
Study 4 provided evidence of two important moderators of the luxury depletion 
effect found in our prior studies: level of luxury and trait self-control. Compared to an 
affordable luxury brand handbag, using a premium luxury brand handbag depleted more 
of a participant’s self-regulatory resources, as indicated by higher consumption of candy. 
Trait self-control was also shown to be a moderator. The effect of using different levels 
of luxury handbags was strongest for people who had weaker trait self-control.   
GENERAL DISCUSSION 
When we use a luxury good, how does it affect the way we think, feel, and behave? 
We observed the actual use of luxury goods in our studies, and found that luxury 
consumption can affect one’s psychological state and subsequent behavior. Across four 
experiments, we found that using a luxury good in public elicits a spotlight mindset, 
where consumers feel watched, self-conscious, and needing to manage their behavior in 
front of others. This mindfulness requires self-regulation resources, and depletion of 
these resources reduces one’s ability to exert self-control in subsequent situations (such 
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as resisting tasty but unhealthy food). We find this luxury depletion effect for different 
premium luxury brands (Louis Vuitton, Prada, Burberry) and different acquisition 
settings (luxury good is given versus chosen). Further, we find that the effect is stronger 
for public (vs. private) luxury usage, for premier (vs. affordable) luxury goods, and for 
individuals with low (vs. high) trait self-control. Taken together, our results show that 
luxury consumption can have unanticipated negative consequences—it can lower your 
ability to exert self-control in everyday life.   
Below, we discuss our findings in terms of their contributions to several research 
streams, and also suggest directions for future research.   
Luxury and Conspicuous Consumption 
In contrast to prior work on consumer motivations for acquiring luxury goods, we 
examine what the actual luxury consumption experience is like for consumers. To our 
knowledge, our work is the first to explore the psychological states and behavioral 
consequences of using luxury goods. While much of the prior research suggests that 
consumers expect the experience of consuming luxury goods to produce positive feelings 
(e.g., power, status, self-enhancement) and positive consequences (e.g., 
attracting/protecting a mate), we find that there can be unanticipated negative aspects to 
using luxury goods. In fact, our results show that the luxury consumption experience can 
be a mixed bag, with consumers feeling more powerful, yet also feeling self-conscious 
and needing to be careful of how they behave in front of others. 
 These novel effects on consumers’ psychological states and subsequent behaviors 
deserve more inquiry, and our research provides an experimental paradigm for doing so. 
Actual consumption behavior can be difficult to study in a laboratory setting, yet we 
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show that allowing research participants to use a luxury good for as little as 15 minutes 
allows us to capture changes in how they feel, think, and behave. This experimental 
paradigm can be utilized and adopted for future research examining these effects in more 
detail. For example, one might investigate whether luxury goods deplete self-regulatory 
resources if the good is used for longer stretches of time, or how long the depletion effect 
lasts for situations throughout the day. For these types of questions, the research 
procedures can be adapted by having participants experience multiple episodes of using 
the same luxury good, or engaging in multiple tasks requiring self-control. 
In this vein, there are a number of interesting questions that can be pursued in 
future research. First, we might examine whether our effects generalize to other situations 
where self-regulatory resources are required to exert self-control. For example: Does 
using a luxury good make consumers more prone to impulse purchases? Does using a 
luxury good cause individuals to purchase even more luxury goods? Prior work has 
suggested that individuals continue to purchase material goods and luxury items as a way 
to combat hedonic adaptation as they seek to raise their level of happiness. Our research 
suggests that repeated purchases of luxury items may also be explained by lack of self-
control—that is, shopping while wearing a luxury item can reduce self-control, resulting 
in subsequent purchases of more luxury items.   
Luxury Consumption and Increased Self-Control  
Although we found that luxury consumption reduces self-control, is it possible 
that there are conditions under which this effect may be reversed? Could luxury 
consumption ever lead to increases in self-control? We believe this possibility exists 
based on the following line of reasoning. Our findings from study 2 show that using a 
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luxury product increases perceptions of power and status. These feelings of enhanced 
power and status did not mediate the effects of luxury consumption on impaired self-
control in a subsequent situation (resisting tempting but unhealthy food). However, 
several researchers have found that power leads to better self-control in that powerful 
individuals are more likely to take action rather than being passive (Galinsky, Gruenfeld 
and Magee 2003), and they perform better at controlling their attention on a variety of 
tasks (Guinote 2007). Finally, particularly relevant to the current investigation, DeWall et 
al. (2011) found that powerful people are better at self-control, especially when resources 
for self-regulation are low.  
How can luxury consumption both impair and enhance self-control? We speculate 
that the nature of the self-control task is a determining factor. In our research, the self-
control task is to resist eating tempting but unhealthy candy. Importantly, this task was 
incorporated into the experimental procedure in a way that did not draw attention to the 
fact that we were going to evaluate the participant’s food consumption. And, we did not 
state an explicit goal for participants to resist eating too much food, such as “try not to 
each too much of the snacks because they are high in fat and calories.” However, if we 
had used a self-control task with an explicit goal communicated in our instructions to 
participants, especially a goal that is connected to power or status/achievement, we 
believe that the enhanced self-control tendencies associated with power/status (and 
luxury use) could result in better self-control for luxury users. 
To explore this possibility, we conducted an additional experiment with 
procedures similar to our prior studies. We provided participants with a luxury or a non-
luxury handbag, which they used in a public setting for 15 minutes. After using the 
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handbag, they returned to the lab and were told they would be completing an unrelated 
task, which was a series of word puzzles. They read a cover story about how performance 
on these types of tasks has been shown to predict academic and career success, and were 
then instructed to start working on the word puzzles for as long as they wanted to. 
Unknown to the participants, the word puzzles were non-solvable. We measured how 
long participants persisted in working on the word puzzles, with longer time indicating 
stronger self-control efforts. The results showed that participants in the luxury condition 
persisted for a longer time on the self-control task than participants in the control 
condition (M = 550.52 sec vs. 386.07 sec, t(41)=1.99, p = .053).  
These findings of better self-control for luxury users can be incorporated into our 
basic story about luxury consumption and self-control. Using a luxury product does 
increase thoughts about impression management, which depletes self-regulatory 
resources and leads to poorer self-control unless there is an explicit goal that is salient 
and instrumental. When an explicit goal of this nature is activated, the additional self-
control associated with power/status and luxury use can be harnessed to meet this goal, 
resulting in better self-control. This is consistent with research showing that when self-
control resources are depleted, power motivates selective self-control towards goals that 
are important (DeWall et al. 2011).  
Self-Regulation of Behavior  
Our work also makes important contributions to self-regulation research and 
provides novel empirical evidence supporting the self-regulatory resource depletion 
model. First, we examine self-regulatory depletion that results from an interpersonal 
context, using luxury goods in public. The superior ability to regulate one’s cognitive, 
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emotional, and behavioral activity sets humans apart from other species and plays an 
important role in humanity’s evolutionary history. Given the important role of 
interpersonal relationships in human being’s survival and reproduction (Baumeister and 
Leary 1995; Dunbar 1998; Leary 1999), it is plausible to argue that self-regulation 
evolved, at least in part, to improve interpersonal success. However, most prior work in 
self-regulation has focused on intrapsychic processes, with less exploration of 
interpersonal processes. Only a few papers have examined how interpersonal processes, 
such as challenging self-presentation contexts or social feedback situations, are related to 
self-regulatory performances (DeWall, Baumeister, and Vohs 2008; Vohs, Baumeister, 
and Ciarocco 2005).  
Second, we demonstrate that even tasks generally considered to be interesting and 
enjoyable, such as using a luxury product, can draw upon and deplete self-regulatory 
resources. Prior work in self-regulation includes depletion tasks that can be characterized 
as challenging, tedious, or uncomfortable. Our findings provide evidence that even 
positive depleting tasks (using a luxury product) can produce negative depletion 
consequences, proving that self-regulatory depletion occurs in the absence of depleting 
tasks that are negative in valence. 
Finally, in contrast to prior self-regulation research, we provide direct process 
evidence to support the self-regulatory resource depletion model. Researchers have 
supplied evidence for this model by comparing performance on a self-control task for 
individuals who completed a prior task that required or did not require self-regulation. If 
performance is worse for individuals who completed a prior task requiring self-regulation, 
researchers infer that self-regulatory resources have been depleted. Thus, there is no 
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direct process evidence that depletion has occurred. Although we used the same basic 
experimental approach, we also measured a phenomena related to resource depletion 
(spotlight mindset) and showed that it mediated the relationship between the source of 
resource depletion (using a luxury good) and the effects of resource depletion (candy 
consumption). Our mediation results (study 1 & study 2) confirm that stronger spotlight 
mindsets result in stronger depletion of self-regulatory resources, which leads to a greater 
lack of self-control in a subsequent task (resisting tempting unhealthy snacks).  
Materialism and Consumer Well-Being   
Materialistic individuals view material possessions as a means for reaching 
desired end states, such as happiness and success (Richins and Dawson 1992). However, 
materialism has been consistently found to be associated with a variety of negative 
outcomes, such as lower levels of psychological well-being and life satisfaction (Belk 
1985; Mick 1996; Richins and Dawson 1992), depression (Wachtel and Blatt 1990), 
using addictive substances (Kasser and Ryan 2001), and less productive interpersonal 
relationships (Kasser 2002).    
 Among types of material possessions, luxury goods are often mentioned in 
discussions of materialism, presumably because luxury goods are such a visible symbol 
of status or success. Thus, we would expect that luxury consumption would be associated 
with many of the negative long-term consequences of materialism. Our findings add to 
this picture by demonstrating that luxury goods can also have immediate negative effects 
on consumer well-being. We show that using luxury goods depletes self-regulatory 
resources that are often needed for other tasks in one’s daily life. In effect, there is an 
opportunity cost of using luxury goods—self-regulatory resources are less available for 
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tasks that would increase an individual’s well-being, such as resisting unhealthy snacks, 
quitting smoking, and devoting time to exercise.  
 In future research, it would be interesting to examine the effect of repeated luxury 
consumption on self-regulatory resource depletion. If consumers use luxury goods 
frequently, would they become habituated to the experience and cease to experience the 
negative effects we observed? We might predict that feelings of being in a spotlight 
would abate as consumers become more accustomed to using luxury goods in public, 
much like an actor that becomes accustomed to being in a spotlight. Perhaps individuals 
from wealthy backgrounds, who have grown up with luxury goods, become used to the 
attention that luxury cars, watches, and handbags garner in public. However, it is also 
possible that repeated consumption of luxury goods may exacerbate the spotlight mindset, 
with stronger feelings of self-consciousness and mindfulness of one’s behavior. Or, 
perhaps the social environment in which luxury consumption takes place is more 
important. The spotlight mindset is triggered by using a luxury good in public, but in our 
studies, the public setting is one in which luxury products are not that visible. Perhaps 
this mindset would not be activated in environments where luxury goods are common 
among one’s peers. Thus, ironically, luxury consumption may be more damaging to well-
being in social environments with few luxury users, as opposed to social environments 
where luxury use is relatively common among many individuals. 
Research along these lines would provide a fuller understanding of the effects of 
luxury consumption on consumer well-being. The negative impact of luxury consumption 
is not limited to our pocketbooks, and further research on the negative consequences in 
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terms of psychological states and behaviors holds the promise of helping consumers 
understand the trade-offs they make when they embrace a luxury consumption lifestyle.   
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ANCILLARY STUDIES 
STUDY A: LUXURY CONSUMPTION AND BETTER SELF-CONTROL 
Sample and Procedure 
 Forty two female students (Mage = 20.05, SD = 1.83) from a public university 
participated in the study in exchange for partial course credit and were randomly assigned 
to use either a luxury brand handbag (Prada) or a non-luxury handbag. The procedure 
was identical to study 4, except a different dependent measure.  
Dependent Measure  
 Similar to study 4, after 15 minutes of using the handbag, all participants returned 
to their individual lab room. Next, participants were told that they would complete a task 
that in an unrelated study and read a cover story about how performance on verbal tasks 
has been shown to predict academic and career success. Next, participants were asked to 
start working on a series of word puzzles for as long as they want to. They were told they 
could decide to quit anytime by clicking a button on the computer screen and then 
proceed to the rest of the survey. The focal task included finding 24 words embedded in a 
20 by 20 matrix of letters. Unknown to the participants, some of the words were not 
included in the matrix, and thus the task was unsolvable.  Per previous literature (Dewall 
et al. 2011), the longer participants persist on an unsolvable task, the better self-control 
performance it suggests. Therefore, the time (in seconds) each participant spent on this 
task served as the main dependent measure, with longer time indicating stronger self-
control efforts.   
Results  
 The results showed that participants in the luxury condition persisted for a longer 
period of time (M = 550.52, SD = 268.18) on the self-control task than participants in the 
control condition (M = 386.08, SD = 266.66, t(41) = 1.99, p = .053).  
 
STUDY B: LUXURY CONSUMPTION AND BETTER SELF-CONTROL 
Sample and Procedure 
 Thirty three female students (Mage = 19.88, SD = .89) from a public university 
participated the study in exchange for partial course credit and were randomly assigned to 
use either a luxury brand handbag (Prada) or a non-luxury handbag. The smaller number 
of subjects in this study was due to an unexpected low show up rate. The procedure was 
identical to study 4, except for a different dependent measure.  
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Dependent Measure  
 Similar to study 4, after 15 minutes of using the handbag, all participants returned 
to their individual lab room. Next, participants were told that they would complete a task 
for an unrelated study. They read a cover story about how performance on the task 
requires mathematic ability and a sense of concentration, which have been shown to be 
the best index of general intelligence. Next, participants were asked to start working on a 
series of math matrices for as long as they wanted to. They were told that could decide to 
quit anytime by clicking a button on the computer screen and proceeding to the rest of the 
survey. The focal task included 20 matrices, each containing a set of 12 three-digit 
number (e.g., 2.13). Participants were instructed to write down the two numbers in each 
matrix that added up to exactly 10. Unknown to the participants, some of the matrices 
were unsolvable. Similar to the previous study, the time (in seconds) each participant 
spent on this task serves as the main dependent measure, with longer time indicating 
stronger self-control efforts.   
Results  
The results showed that participants in the luxury condition persisted for a longer 
period time (M = 470.26, SD = 179.43) on the self-control task than participants in the 
control condition (M = 407.61, SD = 200.27, t(31)=.94, p = .35). Although the difference 
between the two conditions was not statistically significant due to lower statistical power 
(small sample size), it was on the same direction as the previous study.  
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FIGURE 1 
STUDY 1: EFFECT OF LUXURY USE ON SPOTLIGHT MINDSET 
 AND M&M’S CONSUMPTION   
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FIGURE 2 
STUDY 1: MEDIATION ANALYSIS  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Product Type  
Spotlight Index 
M&M’s Consumed 
-.5.48 * 
(-.4.79) 
-.53** 2.05
* 
Note: Coefficients are unstandardized  
          ***p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05 
121 
 
 
FIGURE 3 
STUDY 2: EFFECTS OF LUXURY USE ON FOOD CONSUMPTION 
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FIGURE 4 
STUDY 2: MEDIATION ANALYSIS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Product Type * 
Food Type  
    Spotlight Index  
Food Consumed  
24.29 ** 
(-18.29) 
.02 
Note: Coefficients are unstandardized  
          ***p < .001: ** p < .01; * p < .05 
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FIGURE 5 
STUDY 3: EFFECT OF CONSUMPTION CONTEXT AND SPOTLIGHT MINDSET 
PRIME ON M&M’S CONSUMPTION  
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FIGURE 6 
STUDY 4: EFFECT OF LUXURY USE ON M&M’S CONSUMPTION  
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FIGURE 7 
STUDY 4: EFFECT OF LUXURY USE AND TRAIT SELF-CONTROL 
 ON M&M’S CONSUMPTION   
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CHAPTER IV 
SUMMARY AND FUTURE RESEARCH DIRECTIONS 
 Prior research has examined people’s attitudes, preferences, and motivations for 
desiring luxury goods, but we know little about what happens when consumers actually 
use luxury products. My dissertation examines the psychological and behavioral effects 
of luxury consumption, and asks the question: Does using a luxury product influence the 
way a person feels and behaves? Two essays of my dissertation examining what happens 
DURING and AFTER the consumption experience of a luxury product.  
The first essay demonstrates that the experiences of using a luxury product 
boosted women’s self-perceptions of social status, and this state then triggered self-
interested behaviors, with women making choices to benefit themselves. I found that 
most of the time self-interested behavior manifested as selfish behavior, such as women 
taking more money for themselves and donating less money to charity in private. 
However, I found that self-interested behavior manifested as generous behavior when the 
situation explicitly afforded people an opportunity to enhance their reputation by acting 
generously. For example, I found that wearing luxury products led women to donate 
more money to charity when donations were made in public in front of other people. Note 
that the types of selfish and generous behavior assessed across six studies all constitute 
self-interested behavior. Both selfish and generous behavior benefitted the person by 
either enabling them to acquire more resources or by enabling them to gain a boost in 
reputation. Indeed, both selfish and generous behaviors were triggered by an increased 
sense of social status that resulted from consuming luxury goods.   
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The second essay examines how using luxury products reduces individuals’ 
ability to exert self-control in food consumption. Across four experiments, I found that 
using a luxury good in public elicits a spotlight mindset, where consumers feel they are a 
focus of attention and need to manage their behavior in front of others. This mindfulness 
requires self-regulation resources, and depletion of these resources reduces one’s ability 
to exert self-control in subsequent situations (such as resisting tasty but unhealthy food). I 
found this luxury self-control effect for different premium luxury brands (Louis Vuitton, 
Prada, Burberry) and different acquisition settings (luxury good is given versus chosen). 
Further, I found that the effect is stronger for public (vs. private) luxury usage, for 
premier (vs. affordable) luxury goods, and for individuals with low (vs. high) trait self-
control. Taken together, the results of Essay 2 show that luxury consumption can have 
unanticipated negative consequences—it can lower your ability to exert self-control in 
everyday life.   
In summary, ten studies across two essays provide novel and compelling evidence 
that using luxury goods affects how consumers feel and behave. Below, I discuss the 
contribution of the findings and suggest avenues for future research.   
Potential Significance and Contribution 
I make two major contributions. First, to my knowledge, my dissertation is the 
first examination of how luxury consumption affects individuals in terms of its 
psychological and social consequences. I have developed a new experimental paradigm 
to examine the effects of luxury consumption within a lab setting, opening up a new area 
for research in my field. I provide luxury goods (handbags, scarves) to research 
participants, ask them to use it in a naturalistic setting (walking around campus), and then 
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evaluate the consequences of this experience through subsequent tasks (eating candy, 
donating to charity).  
Second, my research will be the first to show negative psychological and 
behavioral consequences of using luxury goods. Although there are obvious financial 
costs for luxury consumption, I shed light on ways that luxury consumption negatively 
affects the psychological functioning and well-being of individuals. For example, using 
luxury products leads people to engage in self-interested behaviors, which suggest that 
there are significant interpersonal and societal consequences of luxury consumption. 
Furthermore, using luxury products also decreases one’s ability to exert self-control, 
which is needed for many day-to-day situations, such as curbing overeating, engaging in 
exercise, and resisting overspending for one’s budget. 
Limitations and Future Directions  
Although all the studies in my dissertation were focused on women, I expect that 
luxury consumption should also have similar effects on men. In fact, given that previous 
research has shown that men exhibit a stronger preference for signaling power and status 
(Hays 2013; Melnyk and Osselaer 2012), it is reasonable to argue that the effects 
demonstrated in my dissertation should even be stronger among male consumers. Future 
research can expand the product type to be more male relevant and explore how luxury 
consumption can influence male consumers’ social behaviors. For example, thinking 
about possible consequences associated with the spotlight mindset for male consumers 
suggests some interesting topics. Prior research has suggested that men use luxury goods 
as a way to signal to prospective mates that they have financial resources to be a good 
provider for the family. Presumably, this signal is appealing to women, which makes the 
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male a more desirable partner (Griskevicius et al. 2007; Sundie et al. 2011). However, an 
interesting possibility is that men using luxury goods are also more mindful and more 
careful about their behavior in front of others. If this results in more “gentlemanly” 
behavior—being more polite and more gracious—these behaviors can also be very 
appealing to a prospective mate. As this example suggests, the spotlight mindset may also 
trigger positive behaviors, in contrast to the more negative behaviors I highlight in my 
dissertation. 
A limitation of the current studies is that participants engaged in luxury 
consumption for only 15 minutes due to the experimental nature of the studies. On one 
hand, this procedure shows the robustness of the obtained luxury effects given that they 
emerged in such a short period of time. On the other hand, it opens up several interesting 
avenues for future research. For example, if consumers use luxury goods for a longer 
period of time, would they become habituated to the experience and cease to show the 
negative effects I observed? Similarly, all the subjects in the experiments were 
undergraduate students from the business school. Although the subject population is 
pretested to be luxury consumers, they still are likely to own relatively fewer and less 
expensive luxury products compared to affluent consumers, who own and frequently use 
high-end luxury goods. Future research is needed to examine the repeated consumption 
of luxury goods and the effects of luxury consumption among consumers with different 
social economic backgrounds.  
Third, the findings across all ten experiments indicate that, on average, 
participants who used a luxury product exhibited more self-interested behaviors (Essay 1) 
and less self-control (Essay 2). It is notable that the observed effects were quite strong, 
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regardless of the participants’ initial attitudes and desires for luxury products. Future 
research is needed to explore how individual differences can moderate the effects. For 
example, the role of the audience may be an important factor that affects preferences for 
luxury consumption (e.g., Berger and Ward 2010; Han et al. 2010; Wang and 
Griskevicius 2014), so it is possible that consumers’ feelings elicited by the luxury 
consumption experiences are affected by the audience they are in front of.  
Another interesting avenue for future research is to consider the level of 
conspicuousness of the luxury product. Past research has suggested that luxury products 
can be conspicuous or inconspicuous (Berger and Ward 2010), and luxury brands can be 
loud or quiet (Han et al. 2010). As discussed earlier, all the products used in my 
experiments were pretested to be well liked by the population I studied, and included 
both relative conspicuous/loud and inconspicuous/quiet luxury products. Therefore, I 
observed the effects of luxury consumption across different types of luxury products. 
Future research can explore whether using a quiet versus a loud luxury product might 
affect the types of psychological responses and behavioral consequences I observed in 
my studies.   
Finally, another limitation of the current studies is that they relied on women from 
one culture – the United States. Given that the phenomena of consuming luxury goods 
has persisted across history and human cultures, the fundamental psychological states and 
consequences of luxury consumption are likely to generalize to consumers in other 
cultures. However, culture will, of course, play an important role in determining the kind 
of behaviors people engage in to enhance reputation or to create a good impression. In 
fact, there is reason to believe that luxury consumption might even have stronger effects 
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in non-Western cultures where the hierarchy of society is more salient. Therefore, we 
might expect consumers in such cultures to experience even stronger feelings of higher 
perceived status (Essay 1) or impression management concerns (Essay 2).  
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